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Braim Kotogs—a tall, green-eyed, red-haired mage who had been told that he was a necromancer—was pretty sure that he had been resurrected wrong.

It was a feeling that had plagued him for the past couple of months or so, ever since he had returned to life in the graveyard of the Arcanium, the main campus of North Academy, the most prestigious magical school in the world, which was located in the Great Berg, well to the north of the Northern Isles. He had at first tried to ignore it, thinking it might just be a normal part of the resurrection process (although, being the first human to come to life, he had no idea what was 'normal' about coming back to life). But it seemed to follow him wherever he went and whatever he did, like his own shadow.

Yet Braim had said nothing of it to any his friends. He had not mentioned it to Darek Takren, a fellow mage who specialized in pagomancy, or ice magic, nor had he mentioned it to Aorja Kitano, yet another fellow mage, although that was probably because she had vanished a couple of months ago and no one knew where she was. He was glad that she wasn't around anymore, however, because the others had told him that Aorja was an escapee from the most secure prison in the world and very violent.

And he still said nothing of it as he walked through the pure white streets of the island city known as World's End, or the Throne of the Gods, along with his friends. Darek Takren was in the lead, wearing the pure white robes that all Xocionian Monks—that is, mages who served the god Xocion, God of Ice—did, in conversation with Jenur Takren, the current Magical Superior of North Academy and Darek's mother (or adopted mother, according to Darek).

Jenur was a middle-aged woman, though her dark, curly hair made her look a bit younger to Braim. According to Darek, Braim had once known Jenur prior to his first death thirty years ago, when the two of them had been younger. Or, rather, when Jenur had been younger, because Braim's body was still the exact same age as it had been when he had died years ago.

Although Braim had had his old body back for a few months now, he still looked down at it every now and then to make sure it looked normal. He was wearing the black-and-red robes that all North Academy students wore, not because he himself was a student of that school, but because it was the only clothes that they had on hand for him when he returned from the dead. When he had been a ghost, Braim had worked entirely without clothes, but Darek had reminded him that nudity was generally not tolerated among the living, so Braim had agreed to wear the robes in public.

Even so, Braim found them stifling. While the robes kept him quite warm up in the freezing north, World's End was located in the warm southern seas, and the sun was out today. He tugged at the collar of his robes, trying to let his neck breathe, but that did little to cool him off. It didn't help that the huge skyscrapers that towered around them reflected the sun's rays and increased the intensity of the heat, but neither Darek nor Jenur seemed to notice or care.

As for walking, it was a task that Braim had learned quickly, but still he found it harder to walk with a solid, flesh-and-blood body than with a ghostly one. As a ghost, he had been very light, able to jump great distances with ease. As a human, however, he was largely restricted by physics and his own weight. Magic wasn't of much use to him, as he no longer remembered what specific branch of magic would allow him to jump like how he did as a ghost.

As a result, Braim was highly aware of how awkwardly he walked. He was made even more aware of it by noticing how naturally Darek and Jenur walked. The two of them certainly did not give much thought as to how they walked, which made Braim slightly jealous, despite the knowledge that he would learn how to walk more naturally with time.

Another thing that Braim found hard to deal with were the intense sensations that assaulted him from every direction. As they walked through the streets of World's End, Braim heard the odd clicking sounds that the native katabans—minor spirits who served the gods and who called World's End their home—made as they walked among themselves, smelled his own somewhat sweaty body and the delicious scents wafting from what appeared to be a katabans bakery as they passed it, and was aware of how tightly his shoes clung to his feet. He supposed he had gotten used to these strange sensations prior to his first death, but even after two months of living, Braim was sometimes still overwhelmed by the information that his body's senses fed his brain at all times.

Stop thinking about yourself so much, Braim thought. You're a living being now, not a ghost. Every other living being on the planet doesn't think about walking or any of this other stuff. Go with the flow. Take it easy.

Of course, whenever Braim did that, he became aware of all of the dozens of katabans watching him and his two friends as they made their way through the city's streets. The katabans looked human enough, except for their wild and crazy hair colors and styles that no human had. One katabans in particular had hair that looked like the remains of a hair explosion, sticking up in every direction and looking like a mess.

But even if the katabans had normal hair and hair colors, Braim could have told that they weren't human right off the bat. The way they stood, the way they watched him, Darek, and Jenur walk ... it wasn't the typical way some humans might view foreigners in their midst. No, these were the eyes of completely alien creatures watching intruders on their domain, intruders who they could do nothing about.

What a silly thought, Braim thought. Us, intruders. Don't these katabans know that we were invited to World's End by the gods themselves?

That was the truth. Only a week ago, a messenger from the gods—some horrific titanic creature, its head covered in smoke and its body constantly oozing the worst smelling slime that Braim had ever had the displeasure of smelling in his life—arrived at North Academy with an invitation to World's End for Darek Takren, Jenur Takren, and Braim Kotogs. Braim recalled it because he had been standing in the sports field, watching the students practice makhaimancy (a magical discipline that combined magic with swordplay), when the titanic messenger appeared out of nowhere and invited Braim, Jenur, and Darek to World's End.

At the time, Braim hadn't understood why the titan had come to him with the message first. Jenur was the Magical Superior. Surely she should have been the first to receive the invitation, shouldn't she have?

But now, since he and the others arrived on World's End about a day ago, Braim finally understood why. The three of them had been met by a katabans named Hashan, a chubby little man with long, purple hair that looked like snakes. Hashan had told them that he was going to be their guide, as none of them knew their way around World's End very well, which seemed like a good thing at the time.

Until Hashan began grilling Braim on questions about the afterlife. The questions had been rude and invasive. In fact, they had been so annoying that Braim had pulled out his wand and attacked the katabans with a fire spell. Braim barely remembered it, mostly because his memory as a mortal was poor, especially whenever he was under any kind of stress.

All he remembered was Jenur stopping him before he could kill Hashan, and Hashan himself running away for his life. After that, the three humans received yet another message from the gods informing them that they would not be receiving another guide and that they could simply go straight to the Temple of the Gods the next day.

But Braim had read between the lines of that message. He knew that the gods were interested in him, even more so than they were in Jenur or Darek. And the reason why was as plain as the sun: Braim was the first ever human to return from the dead. He wasn't just a reanimated corpse, but a true blue, flesh-and-blood living human being. His heart beat, his lungs needed air, and he could tell when his shoes were too tight on his feet. It was the only thing about Braim that was special or unique, and the only thing that would make him stand out to the gods in general.

As for why Darek and Jenur had been invited, that was easy. Darek had helped save the whole world from the villainous Uron, an evil spirit that had used Braim's own body for a while to commit great evil, so the gods respected Darek a great deal, even considered him a hero to an extent. And Jenur was the Magical Superior of North Academy, a position which gave her a unique link to the gods and which was respected by the gods in general.

Despite that, however, none of them knew what the 'momentous event' mentioned in the original invite was supposed to be. Darek had spent the last week or so running down a list of possible events, ranging from a simple thank you ceremony from the gods for what they did to save the world from Uron all the way to an ascension ceremony in which one of them would rise to godhood as a reward for their efforts.

The Powers know that we could use new gods, though, Braim thought grimly as he followed Darek and Jenur around a corner. Or at least I think they do, anyway.

During the conflict with Uron, five gods had been killed by that monster, including Skimif, the God of Martir himself. Aside from Skimif, none of the other gods had been particularly prominent or important. The Northern and Southern Pantheons of Martir, however, had existed in a very fragile balance for a long time. With both the death of Skimif and the deaths of members of both Pantheons, Braim was surprised that another Godly War had not started yet.

Not that I'm complaining, of course, Braim thought. Uron already did a number on the world. We don't need a divine conflict among the gods to make things even worse than they already are.

Braim found his thoughts becoming too depressing for his tastes, so he said aloud, “Hey, Darek, how much longer 'til we get to the Temple? My feet are killing me.”

“Not much longer now, I think,” said Darek as they went up a small slope. He held a map of the city before him, which he had received yesterday from Hashan before the katabans ran off. “According to this map, we should be arriving at the center of the city, where the Temple is, any minute now.”

“Good,” said Braim. “Say, have either of you two ever been to the Temple of the Gods before? I've heard about it, but have never actually visited it.”

“I have,” said Jenur, glancing over her shoulder at Braim, although he noticed that it wasn't with a smile on her face. “Years ago, before I even met you. I went on a voyage to the southern seas with King Malock, King of Carnag, on a trip to this very island, though that was before he became King.”

“You did?” said Braim. “What happened when you got here?”

Braim knew that he had asked the wrong question the moment those words left his mouth, because the stony silence from Jenur radiated from her like the heat from the sun above. What made Jenur's silence worse was that Braim had no idea what the matter was, as it seemed like an entirely innocuous question to him. And based on how puzzled Darek looked, Braim could not rely on him for help in this matter, either.

Finally, Jenur said, “Let's not talk about it. That was a lifetime ago, literally in your case. Let's instead focus on the reason why the gods invited us here. We have all had enough tragedy in the last several months. You don't need to be burdened with the tragedies of the past, too.”

Braim was none too sure about that, but he remembered enough about basic social etiquette not to push the point. Besides, he decided that it wasn't really relevant to their current situation.

“But I must say,” said Jenur, frowning as the slope evened out, “World's End seems very different from how I remember it. Of course, I am getting older and my memory isn't what it used to be, but I don't remember having to go up a slope before.”

“Well, World's End was attacked by Uron when he was here,” said Darek. “Remember? He led an entire army of half-gods to destroy the place. No doubt they've had to make a lot of repairs on it, which is probably why it looks so different.”

“That is true,” said Jenur. “But they must have had access to the original blueprints, because despite the differences, the city still seems familiar to me. It is both familiar and foreign, I guess, is how you'd put it.”

“Familiar and foreign,” Braim repeated. “Same here. Except it's just foreign to me, like everything else I've seen since coming back to life.”

“I wonder if we'll get to stay here any longer after the big announcement,” said Darek, excitement in his voice. He looked around at the large skyscrapers like they contained the deepest secrets of magic behind them. “I mean, think about it. This is the Throne of the Gods itself. We could learn so much about magic and the gods here and bring back so much knowledge with us to improve our teachings. We could advance our magical knowledge by a century at least.”

Braim rolled his eyes. While he liked Darek well enough, he thought that the guy was a bit of a dork sometimes, always going on about the minutiae of magic and the gods anytime anyone gave him a chance. Braim didn't have a lot of interest in that stuff, despite being a mage, but then, he had found that he had interest in very few things, ever since returning from the dead. Most of his days felt quite aimless, because he barely remembered anything about his past life and his past interests, not helped by the fact that North Academy had little records about him and his original life in general.

“I just want to go home as soon as it's finished,” said Braim. He leaned in closer to Darek and Jenur as they walked and whispered, “I don't think the katabans like me very much.”

“Katabans don't like humans in general,” said Jenur. “I wouldn't take it personally. In my younger years, I knew a katabans who I did not get along very well with, due to the fact that she tried to feed me to her goddess once.”

“You don't think that's what the gods have summoned us for, do you?” said Braim with a gulp. “Because I just got back from the dead and I really don't want to go back to the Spirit Lands any time soon.”

“I doubt it,” said Jenur. “After all, only the southern gods eat humans. If they tried to eat us, the northern gods would probably put a stop to them.”

“Yeah, but aren't we beyond the Dividing Line?” asked Braim. “Doesn't that mean the southern gods can eat us, if they want?”

“Don't worry about it,” said Jenur, patting him on the shoulder. “The southern gods are not very subtle, so it is unlikely that this is an elaborate trap set to kill us. It's not worth worrying about.”

“If you say so,” said Braim.

The party of three rounded one final street corner and ended up in a wide-open plaza that took Braim by surprise for a moment. It was probably the abrupt change from the narrow streets to the wide-open plaza that had taken him by surprise, especially when he saw the huge building in the center of the plaza.

It was a massive temple. Not as massive as the skyscrapers of ruby and emerald that towered around them, perhaps, but so large that it made the Arcanium of North Academy look like a rundown shack in comparison. A shallow moat, full of water so clear that it looked like shiny air reflecting the rays of the sun, surrounded it, with more water pouring from the channels along the sides of the building. A tiny bridge of gold crossed over the shallow moat to the marble and pearl gates, reflecting the rays of the sun from above.

Not only that, but the building had dozens of turrets arranged along the top, such as one that resembled a lightning bolt and another that resembled a raging fire. A massive glass dome rose from the midst of the turrets and towers, while the building itself radiated the energy of all of the gods of Martir. It was almost too much for Braim to handle.

“Wow,” said Darek. “It looks even more amazing than I thought it would. Does it look like how you remember it, Mom?”

Jenur nodded, her eyes fixed firmly on the beautiful Temple standing before them. “Yes. It looks almost exactly the same as I remember it.”

But Jenur didn't sound happy when she said that. There was an unmistakable tinge of sadness in her voice and she looked at the Temple the same way that a person might look at the grave of a deceased one. She even looked older, as if the mere presence of the Temple was enough to age her considerably.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” said Braim, causing Darek and Jenur to look at him in surprise. “That's where the gods said the big announcement is supposed to take place, right? Let's head on in, then. Don't want to be late.”

They crossed the plaza and the tiny bridge over to the massive gates of the Temple itself. Braim was at first confused about how they were supposed to open the large gates before the gates opened inwards on their own without warning, allowing the three of them to pass through without delay.

The lobby of the Temple was immense, almost as wide-open as the plaza was. Huge marble columns supported the ceiling, while thousands of stone statues of the gods—similar to the ones in the Magical Superior's study on World's End—stood on pedestals everywhere, although there was a clear red-carpeted path from the front door to the end of the lobby.

But as Braim, Darek, and Jenur entered, Braim immediately noticed that they were not alone. Standing about halfway between the front door and the doors at the end of the room were five people who were probably not katabans or gods, standing together in a group chatting among themselves idly.

Two of the five people he recognized immediately: Archmage Yorak, an aquarian mage with a whale-like head, who was also the headmistress of the Undersea Institute, the best magical school in the Undersea, and her pupil and student, Auratus, another aquarian mage whose head resembled a goldfish's head. He had met the two shortly after his revival, as they had been helping defend North Academy from Uron at the time, but he hadn't gotten to speak with either of them long, as they had left for the Undersea Institute shortly afterward.

As for the other three, Braim did not recognize them at all. One was an old, almost elderly, dark-skinned man with piercing gold eyes, leaning on a fancy black cane with the head of a golden hammer for its tip. Braim pegged the man's race as Carnagian based on his dark skin and light hair. Not just Carnagian, but Carnagian royalty, because he wore fancy red robes with the symbol of Grinf, the God of Justice, Fire, and Metal, on them, and a golden crown topped his head. His face was horribly disfigured, as if it had been badly burned at some point. Nonetheless, Braim imagined that the man had probably been extremely handsome in his youth and would probably still look good today if not for his face.

Standing next to the man, wearing bright yellow robes like the butter flowers Braim had seen a botamancy student summon once, was a much younger woman, probably in her early thirties at the oldest. Though her blonde hair was hardly alarming, Braim sensed that she was a katabans. He found it odd how she held the Carnagian man's hand, as if she was his wife.

And finally, standing next to the female katabans was a young girl, probably no older than eighteen, who looked like the old man and the young katabans put together. She had darker skin, like the old man, but also strikingly blonde hair like the female katabans. She wore dark red robes, just like the man, but she held herself more like the female katabans, with an air of haughtiness that made her seem unfriendly at first glance.

As a result of not recognizing those three, Braim held back, while Darek waved at Auratus and Yorak, saying, “Hi, guys! What are you doing here?”

Auratus noticed Darek and waved at him with a large smile on her own face, while Yorak cut off her conversation with the elderly Carnagian man and turned to face them. The man, the katabans, and the young girl looked at them as they approached as well, the man with a large smile on his face.

“Jenur Takren? Is that you?” said the man. Despite his age, his voice was strong and firm, but also friendly, which sounded odd coming out of his disfigured mouth. “How are you doing?”

Braim looked at Jenur, who was staring at the old man in surprise.

“Malock?” said Jenur, the disbelief etched in her voice as she, Darek, and Braim came to a stop before the other people. “What are you doing here? I didn't know you'd be here.”

“I was invited by Lord Grinf himself,” said the old man, who was apparently named Malock. “But I didn't expect to see you here, either. Were you also invited by the gods?”

“I was,” said Jenur, nodding. “They sent me an invitation, but they did not say that they had invited anyone else.”

Then Malock's eyes darted toward Braim and Darek. “And who are these two young men? I don't believe I have had the pleasure of meeting either of them before.”

“Oh, excuse me,” said Jenur. She rested one hand on Braim's shoulder and another on Darek's. “This is Darek, my adopted son, who you met years ago during the Katabans War when he was much younger, if you don't remember. And this is Braim Kotogs, the man who just recently came back to life. Darek, Braim, I would like you two to meet King Tojas Malock, the King of Carnag.”

Darek, as friendly as ever, held out a hand and said, “Pleased to see you again, Your Majes—”

“Hold on a moment,” said King Malock, his eyes fixed on Braim as if he was the only thing that existed in the room at the moment. “Did you say Braim Kotogs? You mean the Braim Kotogs, the only man to ever return from the dead?”

Braim normally liked to be the center of attention, but for some reason he found Malock's gaze unnerving, perhaps because it was coming from such an ugly, distorted face. It didn't help that the female katabans and the young girl were staring at him as well. Especially the young girl, who was watching him as carefully as if she was trying to figure out how to fit him into her own little plans, whatever those may have been.

“Yes, that's him, all right,” said Darek. He still held out his hand. “Anyway, pleased to see you again, Your Majesty. It's been a long time since we last met, but I still remember you very well.”

“I'm sure you do,” said Malock, although Braim was under the impression that Malock was not paying much attention to Darek. “This is quite an honor, Braim. I did not expect to meet the man who came back from the dead. You are famous throughout the whole world, you know, from the highest king to the lowliest peasant, for having returned to life.”

“I am?” said Braim, scratching the back of his head. “But I've never even left North Academy until yesterday.”

“Word travels quickly along the sea winds,” said Malock. “Even into the ears of old men like me.”

The female katabans coughed loudly, causing Malock to start and look at her.

“Oh, yes, how rude of me,” said Malock. He gestured at the female katabans and the young girl. “Please meet my wife, Queen Hanarova, and my daughter, Raya Mana.”

Queen Hanarova smiled at Braim and Darek, though it reminded Braim of that same patronizing look that the katabans in the city earlier had given him and the others on their way to the Temple. “Hello, you two. It is quite an honor to meet the man who came back.”

Darek, as with Malock, held out a hand and said, “Pleased to meet you again, Queen Hanarova. I—”

“So you really did come back from the dead?” Hanarova asked, interrupting Darek as if he hadn't said a word. “Truly?”

“Yep,” said Braim, nodding, not sure what else to say. “I did. You can ask Darek. He was there when it happened.”

Darek puffed out his chest and said, “Yes, I was. I could tell you all about the Spirit Lands, if you'd like.”

“I don't care,” said Hanarova, without missing a beat. She then gestured for the young girl to approach. “Come and introduce yourself to the most famous man in the world now, Raya. Don't be rude or shy.”

Much to Braim's surprise, Raya curtsied him and said, “Hello, Mr. Kotogs. I am very pleased to meet you. You are far more handsome in real life than the descriptions of you suggested.”

“Really?” said Braim, perking up. “Well, no surprise there. Words can't describe this.” He gestured at his face as he said that.

“And quite humble, too,” said Raya.

It took Braim a second to realize that she was mocking him, but before he could respond, Queen Hanarova looked at Jenur and smiled, although it was hardly a friendly smile. “Hello, Jenur. I almost didn't notice you. You've grown quite a bit quieter with age, haven't you?”

“Hello, Hana,” said Jenur. She sounded polite, but she stood as straight as a board, like she was trying to keep herself from doing something she would regret. “As untactful as ever, I see.”

“Tact is a human construct,” said Hana. “If anything, I would suggest that you should show some tact to me, seeing as I am royalty.”

“And I'm the Magical Superior,” said Jenur, “which means I know all sorts of ways that I can make your day worse without even thinking about it.”

“Cute threat,” said Hana. She hugged Malock's arm. “If you tried anything, Tojas would simply order the Carnagian Army to tear your silly little school apart. Right, Tojas?”

Malock now looked rather uncomfortable with both Jenur and Hana looking at him. “Er, ladies, why don't we move the conversation to something a bit more ... lighthearted? I mean, it has been many years since we have all been together like this. Why not enjoy it, rather than fill it with petty insults?”

“Mal has a point,” Jenur said. “I really don't have any time to spend arguing with an old katabans, anyway.”

“Old?” Hana said indignantly. “I am only one hundred and fifty years old. That's young in katabans years.”

“Hold on,” said Braim, causing Jenur and Hana to look at him. “You really are a katabans?”

“Of course,” said Hana, tossing her hair back. “What else would I be?”

“And you're married to a human king,” said Braim, pointing at Malock.

“Indeed,” said Hana. “I am just going to assume that your resurrection must have messed with your ability to notice the obvious, so I won't hold your denseness against you.”

Braim didn't know what to say to that. So he pointed at Raya and said, “And this is your daughter? As in, your actual, blood daughter?”

“Yes,” said Hana.

“So that makes her half-human and half-katabans, then,” said Braim.

“Of course,” said Hana. She looked at her daughter affectionately. “And she's the best daughter in the world, best child in the world in fact. You would have to be a fool not to see her greatness.”

“I didn't even know it was possible for humans and katabans to, uh, mate like that,” said Braim.

“It is very much possible,” Malock assured him with a wink. “And no, Raya does not suffer from any deformities or terminal illnesses as a result of her upbringing. She used to be quite ill as a child, but I had only the best doctors and healers in the Northern Isles to take care of her, and she has been a healthy girl ever since.”

Braim scratched his chin and looked at Raya. She seemed too quiet for his tastes, but he supposed that she might just be shy. In any case, she certainly didn't look like she was sickly or suffering from any physical deformities that one might expect from an inter-species hybrid, so maybe it was not worth pushing the subject further.

Darek, on the other hand, said, “So can Raya access the ethereal and stuff? Can she live as long as a human or does she have the typical lifespan of a katabans? Furthermore—”

“Do shut up,” Hana said to Darek, glaring at him as if he was intentionally annoying her. “Our beautiful daughter is not some unusual specimen for you mages to study and dissect. If you want to talk to her later, you can do so, but right now your questions are obviously distressing her. See?”

Hana was right. Raya looked rather stressed, as if every one of Darek's questions had been as difficult as a complex mathematical formula. She had pulled her hood over her head, which seemed rather over the top to Braim, not to mention rude. He certainly didn't like how it hid her beautiful features, as Braim was of the opinion that a beautiful woman should never be afraid to show her beauty wherever she was.

Then again, she is a princess, Braim thought. She can do pretty much whatever she wants, regardless of what we think.

Darek looked a little annoyed at being told off by Hana, but he nodded and said, “All right,” before turning to face Auratus and Yorak, neither of whom had said a thing during this entire exchange.

“I'm glad to see you two again,” said Darek. “How's the Undersea Institute?”

“Wonderful,” Yorak said. Unlike other aquarians Braim had met, her voice lacked the distinct gurgled accent that all aquarians who learned Divina as a second language spoke with. “We have just recently built a new dorm to house the large number of new students we've received over the last couple of months. We named it the Kuroshio Dorm.”

Darek nodded solemnly, although Braim had no idea what that meant. He figured that Kuroshio was the name of someone important who must have died, but he decided to ask Darek that question later, after the announcement.

“We were just speaking with King Malock and his family while we were waiting to be let into the rest of the Temple,” said Yorak, gesturing at the Carnagian Royal Family. “But we certainly did not expect to see you three here.”

“Same here,” said Darek. “We thought we were the only ones invited to the Temple.”

“Clearly, you were wrong about that,” said Hana, brushing her hair out of her eyes, “although I don't understand why they invited you five, aside from Braim, of course.”

Darek—whose patience with Hana seemed to be running thinner and thinner—folded his arms across his chest and said, in a strained tone similar to Jenur's, “Well, it can't possibly be because I helped save the whole world and the gods themselves, now can it?”

Jenur put a hand on Darek's shoulder and shot him a warning look. Darek looked at her and said, “What?”

“Your mother is obviously trying to tell you not to speak that way to royalty,” said Hana. “That honestly surprises me, though, because Jenur hasn't exactly had a sterling record when it comes to showing respect to royalty herself.”

“Sorry, Hana, but you aren't exactly right about that,” said Jenur. “The truth is, I was simply trying to let Darek know that he shouldn't be wasting his time responding to such obvious bait.”

“Bait?” Hana repeated. She put one hand on her chest. “Me? I would never bait anyone. Baiting people is quite uncouth, especially for royalty such as myself. But if I were to 'bait' anyone, it would be you, Jenur, because you are so easy to bait that I don't even have to try.”

Jenur shot Malock a look that clearly said, What did you see in this woman?

Malock shrugged sheepishly and said nothing. Braim decided that Carnag was probably a very good place to live, if Malock was wise enough not to get in between two fighting women. Perhaps he'd move there once he got fully acclimated to the physical world again. Braim had heard that Carnagian women were quite beautiful, after all, which seemed as good a reason to move there as any.

“Queen Hanarova, I do not approve of you speaking so unkindly to Jenur,” said Yorak. “While I don't know the history between you two, I do know that Jenur is the Magical Superior and is thus my peer. As a fellow mage, I do not like to see her treated in this way by anyone, even by royalty such as yourself.”

“Fine,” said Hana. “I was getting tired of talking to her, anyway. Does anyone know when the gods will call us into their meeting chamber?”

“Good question, Hanarova,” said a familiar deep voice above them, causing the entire group to look up toward the ceiling in response. “The answer to that question is, very soon.”

At first, Braim saw nothing on the ceiling, but then a large figure slowly materialized into view. The figure lacked legs. Instead, he had a wispy, ghost-like tail. He was also heavily armored, with fingers like chains and a human-like face that lacked a nose. His green eyes and crooked teeth only added to his creepy appearance, especially as he floated down toward the front of the group, blocking off their path to the doors at the end of the hall.

Though Braim had not interacted with this particular god often, he still recognized him, although it was Darek who said, “Hello, Ghostly God. I didn't expect to see you today.”

The Ghostly God, God of Ghosts and Mist, smiled. “And a good day to you, too, Darek. You seem as a rude and disrespectful as ever, which surprises me, seeing as you still owe me eight years of service.”

Braim looked at Darek in surprise. “Eight years of service?”

“Long story,” said Darek, without looking at Braim. He then put his hands on his hips, looking up at the deity floating before them. “What are you doing here, Ghostly God? I thought they were going to send a katabans to fetch us.”

“This is the Temple of the Gods,” the Ghostly God pointed out. “And seeing as I am a god, it should be obvious why I am here. It would be sort of like asking why the Magical Superior lives in North Academy.”

“You still didn't answer my other question,” Darek said.

“Yes, well, I decided to give you all a hero's welcome,” said the Ghostly God, in the least convincing voice Braim had ever heard anyone use. “Everyone here today, perhaps with the exception of Princess Raya, has contributed to saving the world at some point or another. I believe that heroism should never go unrewarded. Therefore, I wanted to greet you all myself.”

The Ghostly God was not nearly as good a liar as he thought himself to be. He didn't make any eye contact with any of them the whole time he spoke, but that hardly surprised Braim. The gods—especially southern gods such as the Ghostly God—tended to think they were too smart for mortals to notice when they were lying. It was one of their annoying tendencies, though you usually didn't point it out unless you wanted to get punished for speaking disrespectfully of the gods.

Anyway, Braim suspected that the Ghostly God had really arrived to greet them because of his interest in Braim. When Braim had come back to life two months ago, the Ghostly God, who had been at North Academy at the time, had grilled Braim on what the afterlife was like. Braim had answered the god's questions to the best of his ability, but the Ghostly God still dropped by the school every now and then to interrogate him about it, though Braim had learned how to hide from the Ghostly God whenever he showed up unannounced like that so he wouldn't have to waste time answering more useless questions.

“So you are the Ghostly God, then,” said Malock, looking up at the god with curiosity. “Jenur told me about you in a letter she sent to me recently.”

“And you are King Malock,” said the Ghostly God, “the first mortal to reach World's End and live, if I am not mistaken.”

“My crew and I in my youth, yes,” said Malock, nodding, though he didn't sound happy about it. “But we never visited your island on our voyage.”

“That is because my island is not along the route that your crew took to reach World's End,” the Ghostly God said. Then he looked at Braim, despite Braim's best efforts to not draw the deity's attention to himself, and said, “Greetings, Braim. How have you been recently?”

“Fine,” said Braim, as tersely as he could. “Is it time for us to go in now?”

“Straight to the point, I see,” the Ghostly God said. “Anyway, yes, it is. In fact, I came out here in order to tell you all that you may now enter the main chamber. After all, that is what you are here for.”

The Ghostly God gestured toward the doors at the end of the room, which then swung open on their own. It was hard to see what lay beyond the doors, however, due to the fact that Braim stood on the opposite end of the lobby from them.

“Any special instructions or orders we should be aware of before we go inside?” said Darek.

“Simply step through the open doorway,” said the Ghostly God, waving one hand in the direction of the doors, “where you will shortly hear the most important announcement that any of you have heard in a long time.”

With that, the Ghostly God vanished. Braim looked around to see where the god had gone, but he was nowhere to be seen. Still, Braim felt like he was being watched by an unseen individual, as if the Ghostly God had simply turned invisible rather than vanish into thin air.

King Malock, on the other hand, didn't seem to notice or care. He simply began walking toward the doors, with Hana and Raya by his side, followed by Yorak and Auratus. Jenur and Darek then took after them, so Braim walked to join them as well. He was glad he was at the back of the group. He had a feeling that the other gods would be interested in him as well, and right now he didn't want to be the center of attention of the gods.

When they all stepped through the doors, Braim looked up at their surroundings to see what the chamber they had stepped into looked like.

The Throne Room of the Gods was a massive chamber, much bigger than any room that Braim had ever been in (not that that was saying much, considering how little he remembered of his past life). The room was as wide-open as a field, with a sandy floor and a huge crystal glass dome above, the same dome that Braim had noticed earlier. The dome was so clear that it was like standing outside, and if Braim hadn't know any better, he would have said that there was no dome at all, that the chamber was just open to the blue skies above.

All around the perimeter of the room stood hundreds if not thousands of thrones at varying heights. Upon each throne sat a different god or goddess, all of them talking to each other, the combined volume of their voices almost deafening. As far as Braim could tell, every god in the Northern and Southern Pantheons was present, which was impressive, because it was rare for them all to be in one place like this.

For example, Braim saw the Ghostly God taking a seat next to Ranama, the God of Language, who was one of the other gods that Braim had met shortly after his resurrection. Ranama was recognizable due to his tentacle beard, his glasses that showed two intelligent blue eyes behind them, and the book hanging off his neck. He was currently reading the book, so absorbed in it that he barely paid any attention to the argument between two gods that Braim didn't recognize occurring next to him.

Seeing so many gods and goddesses in one place was an exhilarating experience, especially as a mage, because Braim could feel their power even more so than most non-mages. Yet there was also a deep sense of worry and terror, as if all of the deities gathered here today were trying to avoid focusing on some uncomfortable event that just happened recently.

In fact, Braim noticed how all of the gods and goddesses were pointedly avoiding looking at the massive throne on the opposite end of the Throne Room from him and his friends. While it wasn't the only empty throne in the room (Braim spotted one near Nimiko, the God of Light), it was the largest and most obvious of them.

Braim understood why they were looking away from it, of course. That had to be the throne of Skimif, the previous God of Martir, who had died during Uron's attempt to destroy Martir. The other deities were probably avoiding looking at it because it reminded them of Skimif, whose death had affected everyone on Martir in some way or another.

Then Braim noticed Malock leaning on his cane and staring at the empty throne. It was like Malock was looking at the coffin of a dead friend, which made Braim wonder if the King had once known Skimif prior to his death.

As for the others, they were reacting to the presence of so many gods in one place in different ways. Both Jenur and Hana looked at ease, probably because they had been here before, while Darek, Auratus, Yorak, and Raya were looking around like they could not believe what they were seeing. Darek in particular looked excited about seeing so many gods in one place, while Raya seemed rather put off by it.

It was then that the Ghostly God reappeared next to them, quite without warning, and said, “Oh, yes. I almost forgot. You mortals should be up on the balcony, not down here. Silly me.”

The Ghostly God snapped his fingers. A second later, Braim and the others no longer stood on the sandy floor of the Throne Room. Instead, they stood on a balcony well above the thrones of the gods, which gave them a bird's eye view of the entire chamber. The sudden teleportation made Braim feel a little woozy, but he recovered quickly enough and ran over to the railing to look down.

“Wow,” said Braim. “We're up high.”

He looked over his shoulder at the others. Most of them seemed to handle the teleportation fairly well, except for Darek, whose face was vaguely green and whose hands were on his stomach. Braim recalled that Darek didn't react to heights very well, though Darek was already waving his wand over his stomach, probably applying a healing spell to keep himself from getting too sick.

The others joined Braim at the balcony's railing, looking down at the gods below. Braim noticed that some of the gods were looking up at them. Or rather, they were looking up at him. He saw one goddess—who resembled a little girl with mismatched clothes—watching him with curious eyes, while another one, a woman made of water, was also looking up at him, although she seemed less curious and more annoyed at the presence of so many mortals in the Throne Room of the Gods.

Then Princess Raya leaned against the railing to Braim's right, saying, “Are they going to make the announcement soon? I'm getting so bored.”

“Don't worry, Raya, I am certain it will be soon,” said Malock. “While the gods can sometimes be very slow, I was given the impression that this was going to be quick and to the point.”

“All right, Father,” said Raya, though she didn't sound convinced. “But how much longer, do you think, will we have to wait?”

Malock opened his mouth to say something, but then Jenur—who had been watching the gods below—suddenly pointed at Skimif's empty throne. “What's that?”

Braim looked down at the empty throne. A single ball of light glowed over the throne's seat. In fact, it was growing bright enough to attract the attention of every deity in the room. All conversation died out as the light grew brighter and brighter, before suddenly dimming and then vanishing out right, giving Braim a clear view of the throne, which was no longer empty.

Two beings stood on the throne now. One of them was a skeleton wearing auburn robes and carrying a wand of crystal and gold, with a magic stone wrapped around his upper right forearm. Braim recognized the skeleton as the Mysterious One, a powerful entity from the Spirit Lands who had pretended to be the God of Mystery and Magic for many years, but had since returned to the Spirit Lands in order to lead it. Even though it had only been two months since Braim had last seen the Mysterious One, it felt like it had been much longer.

As for the second being, she was a woman who wore thick, severe-looking glasses and carried a thick tome against her chest, but Braim couldn't read the tome's title because it wasn't facing him. She wore a shapeless a silver robe and her hair was tied in a bun. She could have been pretty if she didn't look so judgmental.

“Father, who is that?” said Raya, pointing at the woman standing next to the Mysterious One, who was now eying the gods with a rather judgmental glare. “Another goddess? I don't remember Teacher telling me about that one.”

Malock leaned forward over the railing, though not too far. He squinted his old eyes, then shrugged. “I do not know. I have never seen her before. Hana, do you know her?”

“No,” said Hana, shaking her head. “But I don't like the look of her one bit.”

A cursory glance of the other four told Braim that none of the others knew the woman, either. That made Braim wonder if she was even from Martir at all.

Darek pointed at the robed skeleton. “Hey, I think that's the Mysterious One. Was his mission to find the Powers successful after all?”

Braim wasn't sure. According to Darek, the Mysterious One had promised to contact the Powers—that mysterious group of entities that had created all of Martir—to get replacement gods for the deities slain by Uron. That had been two months ago, but Braim had thought that the Mysterious One had given up searching for the Powers well before then, seeing as they had not heard from the Mysterious One since the day he made that promise to them.

“Perhaps he found them after all,” said Jenur. She sighed in relief. “Thank the Powers.”

“But if that's the case, then why did he bring that one woman with him?” said Yorak. “Is she the new Goddess of Martir? But what about the other four deities we lost?”

“Shh,” said Hana, holding one finger up to her lips. “Listen. The Mysterious One is talking.”

Hana was right. The Mysterious One was talking. In fact, he sounded like he was standing right next to Braim, even though the Mysterious One was all the way below him on the other side of the room. The Mysterious One was probably using magic to amplify his voice, but whether he was or wasn't, Braim listened intently.

“Welcome, gods, mortals, and katabans,” said the Mysterious One, waving at everyone. “I am pleased to see all of you today. I was worried that I might not return in time to help, but it seems that Martir is still functioning even with some of its gods dead. That is good, but Martir still needs both the Northern and Southern Pantheon complete if it is to survive and function as the Powers intended.”

Braim wondered if that was part of the reason he felt so off. One of the gods that had died by Uron's hands was a deity known as the Human God, the God of Humans. Braim had not noticed any negative effects toward humans as a result of the Human God's death, but he supposed that the creeping depression that struck him at random might have been partly a result of that god's death (even though he himself had been dead when the Human God died).

“It took me sometime, but I finally succeeded in tracking down the Powers,” said the Mysterious One. He lay one bony hand on the woman's shoulder. “And the Powers agreed to give Martir new gods to replace the ones killed by Uron. My mission, I am happy to say, was a success.”

Darek shared a fist bump with Auratus, while Jenur, Yorak, Malock, and Hana sighed with relief. Raya, meanwhile, yawned, as if it the Mysterious One had simply announced today's weather. Braim didn't understand that at all, seeing as this was easily the most important piece of news that Braim and everyone else had heard in years.

“I spoke with the Powers and explained to them the situation,” said the Mysterious One. He then patted the woman standing next to him on the shoulder. “And this was their solution.”

“What?” rang out the harsh voice of one of the gods, the source of which Braim quickly located: A short, green-skinned man with vines for hair and red eyes. “An uptight woman with bad eyesight? How, pray tell, O Mysterious One, is she going to help us? Is she going to scold us for not being well-behaved, maybe threaten to give us a time-out if we don't listen to her like children?”

That lone god's harsh words caused several of the other gods to snicker. Raya actually smirked at the god's words, while Malock glared at that god as if he could cause him to spontaneously erupt into fire by sheer force of will alone. While Braim agreed that the joke was rather tasteless, he thought that Malock had to have some sort of grudge against him, based on how harshly he glared at the god.

The Mysterious One, to his credit, didn't look disturbed at all by the god's joke. He opened his mouth to speak, but then the glasses-wearing woman held up a hand. Much to Braim's surprise, the Mysterious One closed his mouth and gestured for her to speak instead.

The woman adjusted her glasses and then, focusing on the god, said, “You are the Loner God, the God of Solitude, the Jungle, and Animals, correct?”

“Yep,” said the deity, who still chuckled at his own joke every now and then. “That's me, though I don't know how you found out my name, seeing as I haven't even introduced myself yet.”

“No need,” said the woman. “The Powers gave me complete knowledge of the gods of Martir when they created me. I know the names, domains, and abilities of each and every deity in this room. I also know of the Godly War that divided the gods between the Northern and Southern Pantheons eons ago, including the Treaty that the Powers wrote up to govern relations between the two Pantheons.”

“Yeah, yeah, so what?” said the Loner God with a sneer. “That's common knowledge by now. Are you just going to keep stating the obvious or is there a point buried somewhere in your blather?”

“I was simply going to say that the Powers had neglected to mention to me how rude you gods can be,” said the woman. “Your attitudes and jokes are not very godly, if you ask me.”

“We gods are the ones who define what is 'godly' and what isn't,” said the Loner God, jerking a thumb at his bare chest. “I don't think you're even a god, anyway, so where do you get off telling us what is 'godly' and what isn't?”

“It is true that I am not a god or goddess of any sort,” the woman said. “But that doesn't mean I can't judge for myself what kind of behaviors should be expected from the deities that rule this world. Gods should be held to much higher standards than mortals ... and I am sad to say that all of you gods must have been held to very low standards for a long time now, if this attitude of your is any indication of your general behavior.”

To say that all of the gods, northern and southern alike, appeared offended by her words was an understatement. Half of the gods looked ready to jump out of their thrones and smite her for her blatant disrespect, while the other half muttered among themselves about how disrespectful this woman was. But none tried to attack her, probably because the Mysterious One—who was stronger than any of the other gods in the room—stood next to her.

The woman did not seem to notice the gods' reaction to her words, because she continued to speak like the gods had not reacted at all. “But that is all the more reason for me to raise the low standards to the level at which they need to be. By doing so, I can perhaps make it so that the gods of Martir earn the respect that they claim to deserve.”

“Is that the Powers' answer to the deaths of our brothers and sisters?” said the Loner God. “Just raise the standards and that will somehow restore balance among the gods?”

“No,” said the woman, shaking her head. She patted the book she held against her chest. “This is what will help us.”

“A book?” said the Loner God. “That's even worse.”

“It isn't just any book,” said the woman. “It is a book written by the Powers themselves. It is the key to bringing new gods into existence in Martir.”

“What does the book say?” said the Loner God. “And, forgive me for my 'rudeness,' but you haven't even given us your name yet, woman.”

“My name is Alira,” said the woman. She then raised the book above her head, though it was still too far for Braim to read its title. “And this book is the Rulebook for the Tournament of the Gods.”
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Up until this point, Raya had been quite bored. She had been bored of World's End—which, despite being the Throne of the Gods, was not really as exciting or interesting as the name suggested—bored of the rude katabans who had greeted her and her parents when they arrived here, bored of the other mortals that had also been invited to World's End and who she didn't really care about, and bored of the Temple of the Gods. Mostly, it had been because Raya didn't like traveling and didn't like talking to strangers, especially to strangers who weren't royalty like her.

The only stranger who interested her was the mage named Braim Kotogs, who had allegedly come back from the dead not too long ago. Yet even he seemed boring, not to mention there was something definitely off about him that made Raya want to avoid him.

The view from the balcony is sort of nice, I guess, Raya thought. But the view from my room's balcony back in Carnag Hall is even nicer.

But when the severe-looking woman on Skimif's Throne below—the one who reminded Raya far too much of Teacher—had mentioned a 'Tournament of the Gods,' well, Raya perked up. She liked tournaments. In fact, Carnag's Fifth Annual Airship Tournament had just ended recently and the winner, as per contest rules, had given Raya a free ride in his airship, which had been the most fun Raya had had in a while.

As a result, Raya decided to pay more attention to the announcement. She leaned forward a little bit more, watching the woman named Alira hug the thick Rulebook book to her chest.

“The Tournament of the Gods?” repeated the Loner God. His mocking tone had vanished, which was sad, because Raya had found him to be the most amusing thing about this whole trip. “I've never heard of that.”

“That's no mystery,” said Alira, “because there has never been anything quite like this in the entire history of Martir.”

The Loner God glanced at the strange, green octopus-like god sitting next to him. “Hey, historian, is that true?”

The god—who Raya recognized as the Historic God, the God of History, as he matched the description her father had once given her of him—rolled his eyes, but nodded. “It is, brother. History does not have any records of any Tournament of the Gods being held anywhere in the world before today.”

“I guess history doesn't repeat itself after all,” said the Loner God with a smirk, earning another eye roll from the Historic God.

“But that still doesn't explain what the Tournament of the Gods is,” said another god, who Raya immediately recognized as Grinf, mostly because his powerfully built body, square jaw, and large gavel closely resembled the statues of him back in Carnag Hall. “Is it some tournament in which we gods will have to compete?”

“You gods will not need to do a thing,” said Alira. “It is in fact a tournament for the mortals. The humans and aquarians, that is. To put it simply, one hundred mortals from all over Martir will be competing for one of the five positions for godhood that are currently vacant.”

That caught Raya's interest. She leaned forward even more, ignoring the mutterings between Yorak and Jenur beside her, and the puzzled look on Father's face.

“Hold on,” said the Loner God, raising one of his short arms. “You mean that, rather than create new gods out of nothing, we're going to ascend five chosen mortals instead?”

“Precisely,” said Alira. “The Tournament is going to have five different brackets for the different gods: One for Skimif, one for Hollech, one for the Human God, one for the Spider Goddess, and one for the Avian Goddess. Each bracket will have twenty mortals competing for the title of each god. For example, the Skimif bracket will have twenty mortals competing for the chance to become the new God of Martir.”

Raya's eyes widened. She glanced at Father and Mother. Father stared at Alira with a stunned expression, while Mother looked like she grasped the implications of the Tournament as quickly as Raya did.

I always thought I'd be the Queen of Carnag when Mother passed, Raya thought. Her grip around the railing tightened. But what if I could become the Goddess of Martir instead?

“Why didn't the Powers just create a bunch of new gods and send them here?” said the Loner God. “A huge tournament like this sounds like a big waste of time, if you ask me.”

“The Powers disagree, Longer God,” said Alira. “The Powers believe that creating new gods is less efficient than making mortals who already live here into gods. Newly-created gods would need to be trained by you deities, in addition to learning how to integrate with all of you. They will need to learn the complex social understandings that you gods have created among yourselves, which doesn't even factor in the time learning how to interact with the mortals and understanding Martir itself. Ascended mortals, on the other hand, already have a basic understanding and knowledge of Martir and the gods. Therefore, they will take less time to teach than brand new gods would.”

Raya listened to every word that came from Alira's mouth as if it her life depended on it. She kept imagining herself sitting in that throne where the Mysterious One and Alira stood, presiding over the gods as they all bowed down to her.

If I become the Goddess of Martir, it won't just be the gods bowing down to me, but the whole world, Raya thought, unable to hide the smile on her face. That would be amazing.

“And finding the mortals who are destined to become gods—who you refer to as 'godlings,' if I understand the term correctly—will not be difficult,” said Alira. “If I am not mistaken, Tinkar, the God of Fate and Time, knows which mortals are destined to become gods and which are not.”

She was looking at a god as she said that, an old, bald-headed man with a large staff topped with a clock. Raya recalled from her lessons that that was the form that Tinkar typically took whenever he needed a physical form, which meant that the man was indeed Tinkar himself.

Tinkar, however, hardly looked happy about Alira's plan. Nonetheless, he nodded and said, “That is correct, Alira. I know the fates of all mortals on this world. I can help locate the one hundred mortals who are destined to become godlings, as unlike their fellow mortals, the fates of godlings are hidden from me, which makes them stand out quite a bit. It shouldn't take long, especially if some of my siblings help me.”

“Yeah, yeah, that's nice,” said the Loner God, waving off Tinkar's words like they were irrelevant. “But what are the details of the Tournament? I'm normally not the kind of god to worry about the small details, but this seems way too important to gloss over. Like, what are the rules and structure of the tournament?”

“All will be revealed in due time, Loner God,” said Alira. She patted the cover of her Rulebook. “We must first decide on a location for the Tournament, as well as gather all of the mortals who are destined to become gods. All of Martir must be informed of the Tournament as well, from the lowest mortal to the highest god.”

“Where should the Tournament be held, then?” said the Loner God. “Answer me that, lady.”

“I believe World's End would be an excellent spot to host the Tournament,” said Alira, “seeing as it is the Throne of the Gods after all—unless anyone here can think of a better place to host the Tournament, that is.”

Not a single god objected to that suggestion. Raya had hoped that Grinf would suggest that they host it on Carnag, but Carnag's patron was as silent as the rest of them.

“Okay, but why a Tournament?” said the Loner God. “If we can find one hundred godlings, why not just pick five from among them and ascend them? Surely that would waste less time than setting up a whole Tournament.”

“The Tournament is how we will weed out the worthy from the unworthy,” said Alira. “Not every mortal with the potential for godhood will attain it. And of those who do, not every one will use their power for good. By completing the Tournament's trials, the new gods will show that they are indeed worthy of that lofty title and the immense power associated with it.”

The Loner God said nothing in response to that, although he was clearly grumbling under his breath. He was too far away for Raya to hear him, however.

“If there are no more objections or questions,” said Alira, after looking around at the rest of the gods, “Tinkar will lead a team of half a dozen other gods to locate the one hundred godlings who will be competing in the Tournament. Meanwhile, I will inform the rest of the gods about the rules and structure of the Tournament, which will take place exactly one month from now. That should give us plenty of time to find the godlings and organize the Tournament itself.”

Alira spoke in a very matter-of-fact voice, which reminded Raya too much of Teacher back home on Carnag. Still, Alira's annoying voice didn't put off Raya from the idea of becoming the Goddess of Martir at all.

I bet that its my destiny to become a goddess,, Raya thought. I mean, of course I am a godling. I'm the Princess of Carnag. If anyone should be given godhood, it should obviously be royalty like myself.

“With that, I dismiss this meeting,” said Alira. “I will reveal more of the details regarding the Tournament over the next four weeks as we begin the preparations. For now, you gods may leave and do as you wish for the rest of the day.”

With that, both Alira and the Mysterious One vanished. As soon as they did, the gods began to leave. Some flew out of an opening in the glass dome above, while others teleported, and still others left through doors behind the thrones that led outside. Raya noticed Tinkar gathering half a dozen other gods around him as he spoke to them, but they were too far away for her to hear anything he was saying to them.

“Wow,” said Darek, who Raya was displeased to notice was standing closer to her than she liked. He looked at the other people on the balcony. “A Tournament of the Gods. I have never heard of that before. Has anyone else?”

“No,” said Yorak, shaking her head. “In all of my years as the Archmage of the Undersea Institute, I have never heard of such a process of deciding who should become a god.”

“What's the normal process for ascending a mortal, then?” asked Braim, pushing away from the balcony and turning to look at Jenur and Yorak.

“The actual process is a mystery to us mortals,” Yorak said. “It is one of the few mysteries of magic that we mages know very little about. The gods have kept the process a secret from mortals ever since the creation of Martir itself.”

“All we do know about it is that only the gods can turn a mortal into a god somehow,” said Jenur. “The exact process is unknown.”

Braim then looked at Mother. “Say, Queen Hana, you're a katabans, right? Would you happen to know—”

“No,” said Mother shortly. “While I did serve the Mechanical Goddess for many years, that was one secret she never saw fit to share with me. We katabans are just as in the dark about the subject of ascension as you humans are, so don't ask me another question about it.”

Braim raised his hands defensively. “Okay, okay. No need to bite off my head.”

Raya also pushed away from the balcony to stand by Mother. She did not, however, express her desire to become the Goddess of Martir, mostly because she doubted anyone here, except for her parents, would take that wish seriously.

Instead, she said, “Well, I for one am quite excited for the Tournament. I think it will be very interesting, maybe the most interesting thing to have ever happened on Martir.”

Darek, who was still leaning against the railing, said, “I just wonder who the participants will be. Alira said that there are supposed to be one hundred godlings, which breaks down into twenty for each god. Any idea who might be chosen to participate?”

“None whatsoever,” said Yorak. She then patted Auratus on the shoulder, causing her pupil to look up at her. “But I think that Auratus here would make a good candidate. She is an excellent student and an even better mage.”

Raya wrinkled her nose at that. Although she didn't know Auratus very well, she had to admit that she had a hard time imagining an aquarian, of all things, as the Goddess of Martir, or as any of the other godly roles that needed to be filled. True, Skimif had been an aquarian prior to his own ascension to God of Martir, but that was different and Raya wasn't so sure that this Auratus had what it took.

But if Auratus is one of the chosen and we are put in the same bracket, then that means we'll have to compete, Raya thought. I'll have to keep a careful eye on her in that case.

Auratus looked a little embarrassed at her mentor's praise, while Jenur said, “I hope that one of my students is chosen. It would bring even more honor to North Academy than it already has. And I'd just love to put up a picture of that student on the Wall of Mastery among all of our other great students of the past.”

Raya, folding her hands behind her back, looked at her parents for their opinions. She expected them to say that she of course would make a great goddess. Not just any old goddess, no, but the Goddess of Martir herself. It was only what she deserved, after all, and as her loving parents, they were obligated to voice their support for her.

But Raya was disappointed when Father said, “It will indeed be interesting to watch. I hope that one of Carnag's mages is chosen. What do you say, Hana?”

“I expect Carnag to have some representation,” said Mother, brushing some strands of hair from her face. “After all, the Carnagians are a proud and noble race of humans. I wouldn't be surprised if most of the chosen godlings come from that island.”

Raya wondered if her parents might have somehow forgotten about her. So she cleared her throat rather loudly, but no one seemed to pay her any attention.

Instead, all attention was drawn to Braim when he said, “So what kind of challenges do you think that the participants will have to take on?”

“I imagine it will vary from bracket to bracket,” said Yorak. “For example, I doubt that the replacement for Hollech will have to go through the same trials as a replacement for Skimif. It is probably wiser to ponder the specific trials that the participants of each bracket will face.”

“I bet that the people in the Hollech category will have to tame horses, because he was the God of Horses, after all,” said Braim. “And maybe steal things, too, because Hollech was the God of Thieves, too.”

“That's still not very specific, though,” said Darek, shaking his head. “Like, what would Hollechian participants actually steal? Would they have to steal from a king or from one of the gods, maybe?”

Raya found all of this speculation about the actual challenges rather boring. She cleared her throat loudly, but as before, no one, not even her parents, seemed interested in listening to her.

“That would be a very impressive challenge,” said Father, tapping his chin in thought. “Steal from a god and try to get away with it. I can't see how any mortal thief could possibly succeed in that, but perhaps that is the point, that if you can successfully steal from a god, then you deserve the title of God of Thieves.”

“But what would people who are participating in the Spider Goddess category have to do?” said Darek, a frown on his face as he scratched the back of his head. “Try to pet a poisonous spider and hope it doesn't bite them?”

“I don't know,” said Jenur. “But I'm sure that all will be revealed in time. For now, perhaps we should all return to our residences, since the meeting is over and all.”

“Good idea, Jenur,” said Father. “But before we do that, why don't we all have dinner together? I believe that World's End has many good restaurants that we could patronize, which will be my treat. Right, Hana?”

“Of course it does,” said Mother. “Or at least it did, back when I last visited here. I doubt I'll have any trouble locating a good restaurant for us to eat. In fact, I believe I saw a great seafood restaurant on the corner when we were traveling to the Temple.” She then turned to Raya. “Raya, what do you think? Do you want to get something to eat before we return to the place we're staying at?”

This wasn't what Raya wanted to talk about at all, but she could see no way to bring up what she actually wanted to talk about in a natural way. Still, Raya was determined to find a way to move the conversation in the direction she wanted it to go.

So Raya said, “Why, yes, Mother, that sounds very nice. I have never eaten at a genuine katabans seafood restaurant before, but I am certain that it will be a splendid place to discuss how great a Goddess of Martir I would make.”

Raya was pretty sure that she had succeeded in smoothly and naturally changing the conversation to the subject she wanted to talk about—at least, she thought so until Braim snickered, causing her to look at him and say, “What?”

“Oh, nothing, beautiful,” said Braim, though he still snickered. “It's just that, well, I kind of doubt that you will be chosen to participate in the Tournament. And even if you are, I doubt you will become the Goddess of Martir.”

“How do you know that I won't?” Raya asked. “Can you see into my fate and tell me what lies in the future?”

“Of course not,” said Braim. “I just think that it's funny how you think you'd make a great Goddess of Martir.”

“Of course Raya would,” Mother said, before Raya could respond. She wrapped an arm around Raya's shoulders and squeezed her against her body. “Raya is obviously the best and most qualified mortal to become the Goddess of Martir. Even if she is half katabans, I doubt that will keep her from achieving apotheosis.”

“Are you sure that katabans can ascend?” said Braim. “Because I thought that only humans and aquarians can.”

“I am half human, you know,” said Raya. “That, I believe, is enough to qualify for me a chance for the position of the Goddess of Martir. Right, Father?”

Father—who had clearly been trying to stay out of the conversation—nodded hastily and said, “Uh, yes, Raya, of course. And even if you aren't chosen, your mother and I will continue to love you as always.”

“Don't talk about if she isn't chosen, Tojas,” Mother said. “Instead, talk about what we will do when she is chosen. On that day, we'll throw an island-wide party on Carnag to celebrate her success. And maybe on Shika as well, if we can get them to celebrate with us.”

To Raya, the idea of an island-wide party seemed awfully small for such a momentous occasion. If she became the Goddess of Martir, she'd create a massive worldwide party that everyone, human, aquarian, katabans, and god alike, would participate in. She had never heard of a worldwide party, of course, but she decided that that just meant she'd have to be the first one to do it.

“Uh huh,” said Braim, who didn't sound too excited about it. “Well, I guess we'll all just have to see which way the winds of destiny blow, eh?”

“Of course we will,” said Raya. “And as we all know, the winds of destiny almost always blow in the direction of royalty.”

“If you say so,” said Braim, although he didn't sound convinced at all by what she said.

Oh, well, Raya thought. It's not like I need his support. I have the entire island of Carnag behind me. Who needs the support of a resurrected man, anyway? Especially one as rude as him.
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​​Chapter Three
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Most days, Carmaz Korva was certain that the gods hated him. Of course, his grandfather had always told him that it was his own foolishness that got him into all of the trouble that he did, that he should take more responsibility for his own actions and should stop blaming the gods for everything wrong in his life. It was arrogance, his grandfather had said, to think that the gods would single out a poor young man on the even poorer island of Ruwa in the Friana Archipelago just to torment him.

Carmaz was no mage, so he supposed that grandfather was probably right about that. Still, that didn't explain why Carmaz now found himself captured by a tribe of humanoid crustaceans, inside a wooden bamboo cell, with his right arm broken and the side of his head bleeding. It didn't help that the sun in the sky was burning hot, as it always was on the island of Riuja, making him feel even more miserable than he usually was.

But it wasn't like there was literally no explanation for how Carmaz got here. Earlier in the day, one of his friends, Saia, had been swimming in the waters on the northern beaches of Ruwa, when he was suddenly kidnapped by the crustaceans—a tribe of humanoid crab-like aquarians known for their tastes in human flesh—who dragged him to Riuja in the north. Carmaz had then taken his grandfather's old raft and rowed all the way out to that tiny island, despite knowing the bloody and violent reputation of the crustaceans who lived here. Due to his poverty, Carmaz had few physical possessions to his name, and so he relied on his friends such as Saia for support and help more often than not.

Unfortunately, when Carmaz arrived on Riuja, his grandfather's old raft—which had been such a reliable and sturdy sea craft for decades—had sprung a leak he couldn't fix, thus stranding Carmaz on the island. Carmaz was sure that the gods must have done that to him, because grandfather's raft had never sprung a leak before, especially not under dangerous situations like this.

Even so, Carmaz decided to save his friend anyway, despite the lack of a ready means of escape. Of course, no sooner had Carmaz taken a few steps onto the beach was he ambushed and captured by the crustaceans (how was he supposed to know that a handful of them would bury themselves in the sand and pop out to attack anyone who stepped on them?).

The crustaceans had then transported Carmaz to what was most likely the only settlement on the tiny island of Riuja. It might have at one point been a human village, as the rundown huts looked like the ones back on Ruwa, but Carmaz saw no sign of any non-crustaceans around, aside from clean human bones scattered everywhere. He didn't even see Saia, though he assumed that the crustaceans were probably hiding him in one of the huts somewhere.

As Carmaz sat there, he watched the crustaceans below start a fire with which to cook him and Saia upon. There were forty or fifty crustaceans in all. Not a large number by any means, but they were such a vicious tribe that even the armies of major nations like Carnag and Shika avoided them when possible. None of the crustaceans wore any clothing and he wasn't sure that they could even speak. All they ever seemed to do was growl and snarl at each other and at anyone else they didn't like. The most notable thing about them was the painted-on markings on their exoskeletons, which resembled stylized flames, but Carmaz had no idea what those meant or if they meant anything at all.

Nor was he much interested in finding out. Carmaz had heard horror stories about these crustaceans and how they ate pretty much anyone or anything that washed up on their shores. No doubt they were planning to eat him and Saia, though the crustaceans must have been smarter than he thought if they were first preparing a fire for the two of them.

I need to get out of here somehow, Carmaz thought. And save Saia as well.

Carmaz shook the bars of his cage. They were quite firm, although he wondered how these crustaceans had managed to construct something like this, considering how none of them had fingers with which to construct even the simplest of objects. The cage looked quite old, so perhaps it had been created by the original inhabitants of the island before the crustaceans came and killed everyone off.

In any case, Carmaz was used to getting out of these sorts of situations on his own. Once, as a teenager, he had been kidnapped by a group of pirates whose captain had a taste for boy flesh, and he had escaped using his wits and the captain's own lust against him. In another situation, Carmaz had been chased up a tree in the Swamp of Light by a large toothed lizard, which he had only escaped after pouring salt on the creature, which had burned its skin and forced it to retreat, which allowed him to safely return to his home village of Conewood.

Carmaz kicked the door to the cage, but it was locked tight and his kick only succeeded in causing the cage to sway. Of course, due to the injuries he had sustained earlier, his kicks were not as strong as they could be, but that didn't give Carmaz an excuse to give up.

But even if I do escape, how far will I get before the crustaceans catch me again? Carmaz thought. And I don't even know where Saia is. This situation seems hopeless.

But Carmaz banished that thought from his mind. He was well acquainted with feelings of hopelessness—it was impossible to grow up on Ruwa and not feel that way—but right now he could not afford to dwell on it. He would instead focus on how to get out of here, which was within his ability.

Still, his broken right arm made it hard to think, because the pain from it was so awful that it distracted his mind from everything else. With a supreme force of will, however, Carmaz forced himself to forget about it long enough to do what he needed to do to escape.

Then Carmaz jammed his hand on his unbroken arm into his pants pocket and drew out the lock-pick that he had been given by his grandfather many years ago. As quietly as he could, he stuck it into the cage's lock and began fiddling with it. Every now and then he'd stop and watch the crustaceans to make sure they weren't coming to get him for dinner, but most of the crustaceans were either busy preparing the fire or watching two younger-looking crustaceans fighting each other, trying to use their claws to tear each other apart in a frenzy of loud combat.

They're crustaceans, Carmaz thought as he resumed picking the lock. I doubt even they know why they're fighting. At least it's distracting them from me.

Then Carmaz heard the lock click, causing him to smile for the first time in several hours. As carefully as Carmaz could, he pushed the cage door open; its hinge, thankfully, did not creak. Once it was open wide enough, Carmaz stepped out of it, though he did so bent over and without making a sound.

Again, the crustaceans were too distracted by the fight and the fire to notice him, so Carmaz made his way around the cage to the thick jungle that surrounded the village. Once he was deep enough in the jungle that he was sure that the crustaceans would not be able to find him if they came after him, Carmaz walked through the muddy ground and thick undergrowth, his eyes on the tiny village itself as he walked.

The question now was where to find Saia. Carmaz's first guess was the somewhat larger hut near the west side of the village. He had seen one of the crustaceans who had captured Saia step out from that hut, and because he didn't see Saia anywhere else, he assumed that that was where his friend was being held. The only problem now was entering the village and freeing Saia, which was currently impossible due to the amount of crustaceans located there.

At least it was impossible until one of the crustaceans looked toward Carmaz's cage and noticed that it was empty. Without warning, the crustacean shrieked and pointed at the empty cage, even hitting one of its friends on the head to draw its attention to Carmaz's empty cage.

All of the crustaceans dropped what they were doing and ran toward the cage. They stopped by the cage briefly to inspect it, before they tore it apart in rage. Then all fifty of of them ran into the jungle behind it, which they seemed to have deduced was where Carmaz had fled.

Maybe my luck isn't so bad after all, Carmaz thought. But they could be back any minute. Riuja isn't a huge island, so it won't take them long to search it all and realize that they can't find me. Gotta find Saia and then find a way off this cursed island before our 'hosts' return.

So Carmaz dashed out from the jungle toward the large hut, though he almost tripped over the bones scattered around the village's streets. Soon Carmaz reached the hut door, which was locked, but he broke the rusty old lock off with one kick and then opened the door.

“Saia?” said Carmaz as he stuck his head into the dark hut. He wrinkled his nose at the stink of the hut's interior, which was like a combination of excrement and mud. “Saia, are you there? It's me, Carmaz.”

Carmaz spotted his friend immediately. Saia was lying on the dirt floor of the hut, still almost completely naked from his swim, his only piece of clothing the pants with rolled up leggings. Deep, bloody claw marks on his arms and legs marked where the crustaceans had grabbed him, and his dark, curly hair was matted slightly with blood. Still, Saia had enough strength to raise his head high enough to look at Carmaz, his eyes full of both fear and relief.

“Carmaz?” said Saia, whose voice sounded dangerously weak. “Oh, thank the gods. I thought I was a goner for sure.”

“Don't thank the gods for what they didn't do,” said Carmaz. “Anyway, I am glad to see that you are alive. We need to get out of here before the crustaceans return. They seem to think I'm in the jungle, but it won't be long before they figure out the truth and come back. Then they'll probably skip the fire and just eat us raw.”

“I can't stand on my own,” said Saia. He gestured at his legs, which were even bloodier and more cut up than his arms. “The crustaceans tore up my legs. You'll have to support me.”

Carmaz scowled. Just what I needed. More bad luck.

But Carmaz said aloud, “Fine. I'll help you and we'll see how far a couple of cripples can go.”

Carmaz dashed into the hut and helped Saia onto his feet. Saia certainly wasn't joking when he said he couldn't stand. He had to lean heavily on Carmaz. In fact, to Carmaz, it felt more like he was carrying Saia with one arm, rather than merely supporting Saia so he could walk on his own.

Saia looked at Carmaz's broken arm that hung limply at his side. “You don't look like you're in much better shape than me.”

Carmaz rolled his eyes. “It's fine. Nothing to worry about. You just focus on your wounds, all right?”

Thankfully, Saia was not a very heavy person, so Carmaz managed to get them both out of the hut quickly. A cursory view of the village revealed that the crustaceans still had not returned, but Carmaz wasn't going to press their luck.

“All right, Saia,” said Carmaz, breathing hard due to his fatigue starting to catch up to him. He also winced when he felt his broken arm again, although he tried to ignore it. “We head to the beach and then try to swim back to Ruwa.”

“Swim?” Saia repeated, looking at Carmaz in confusion. “I assumed you took your grandfather's raft to get here.”

“I did,” said Carmaz. “But then it sprang a leak and sank.”

“I guess the gods really do have it out for you, don't they?” said Saia.

“Shut up,” Carmaz said. “Anyway, swimming is our best bet. If the crustaceans stay distracted long enough, then by the time they return here, we ought to be back on Ruwa well before they even realize we're gone.”

“Just how do you intend to swim across the freezing waters between Riuja and Ruwa with a broken arm?” said Saia, pointing at Carmaz's broken arm. “That's not even counting myself. I don't think I can swim at all in my current condition.”

“We'll figure something out,” said Carmaz as he led Saia around the hut to the surrounding jungle. “We always do.”

“That sounds an awful lot like what Grandma always said,” said Saia. “You know, about how the gods will provide and all that?”

“I said we'll figure something out,” Carmaz said, putting as much emphasis on 'we'll' as he could, though his fatigue and broken arm made that difficult. “I rely on the gods for nothing, and neither does any proud Ruwan.”

“Okay, okay,” said Saia. “Just saying that that is what Grandma would always say before we went hungry for a week and had to hunt swamp rats for breakfast.”

Carmaz rolled his eyes, but before he could respond, he heard the shrieks of the crustaceans behind them. Alarmed, Carmaz looked over his shoulder, as did Saia, to see the crustaceans burst out of the jungle. The crustaceans spotted Carmaz and Saia immediately, causing the lead crustacean to point at them and shriek what might have been an order to its fellow villagers to catch the two of them. Then the entire village stampeded toward them, shrieking and snapping their claws as they did so.

Carmaz tried to run, but Saia could not do much more than limp. The two of them tripped over a bone anyway and fell onto the ground rather ungracefully. The impact wasn't very hard, but falling down for even a moment sealed their fate.

Still, Carmaz rolled over onto his back, despite the pain in his broken arm, and rolled to a crouch. He then drew the rusty, broken knife from his pouch that his grandfather had given him when he was a kid and he held it out in an offensive position, although he knew that there was no way he could fend off so many crustaceans at once with such a puny weapon.

Better go down fighting and defending my best friend than to go down cowering like a scared puppy, Carmaz thought, gritting his teeth as he prepared for the pain of the crustaceans' claws tearing him apart.

But when the mob of crustaceans were not more than ten feet away from Carmaz and Saia, a massive, blinding light suddenly shone between the two groups. The light was so bright that Carmaz had to cover his eyes with his good arm to protect them, but he still heard the startled cries and shrieks of the crustaceans, along with a loud whoomp sound that sounded unlike anything Carmaz had heard in his life.

The light, however, lasted only a second. In the next instant, it was gone, making it safe enough for Carmaz to lower his arm to see what in the world had happened.

Standing between him and Saia and the crustaceans was an elderly, robed man who Carmaz had never seen before. The man was bald and leaned on a tall staff topped with a clock, with clock patterns stitched into his robes.

Carmaz's first thought was that this man must have been a mage of some kind. There weren't too many mages on Ruwa, aside from Herune the Swamp Hermit, the madman said to live deep in the Swamp of Light all by himself. Carmaz didn't know if this man was as crazy as Herune was said to be, but if he was, then that meant that things were going to get much worse before it was all over.

But despite his lack of magical ability, Carmaz sensed that this man was no mere mage, perhaps not even a mortal. The man radiated almost as much energy as the sun, despite his frail and old appearance. The man standing before him and Saia could destroy the entire island and every living thing on it if he wanted, and then remake it to his liking.

Then Carmaz noticed the crustaceans. All of them were where they had been before the old man's appearance, but they looked frozen now. Not frozen with ice. It was more like they had simply stopped, like a man standing still for a painter to do his portrait. They didn't move even one inch. Even their eyes were as still as tree branches on a windless day.

Before Carmaz could wonder aloud what was going on, the man said, “So you want to kill a godling, do you? What arrogance. Let the sand of time consume you, as you rightfully deserve.”

The man raised his hand. The crustaceans suddenly began to age so fast that Carmaz's eyes could barely keep up. Their shells became grayer and grayer, until soon they dissolved into dust, leaving their naked bodies before those, too, rapidly dissolved. Soon there was nothing left to suggest the presence of the once-terrifying crustaceans of Riuja save for dozen of piles of dust, but even those aged so rapidly that they vanished as if they had never existed at all.

All of this took place in roughly ten seconds. In fact, it happened so fast that Carmaz was not even sure that it actually had happened at all. It might have been his eyes playing tricks on him or maybe even an illusion cast by the man before him, although with no sign of the crustaceans anywhere, Carmaz had no choice but to believe it.

The man then turned to face Carmaz and Saia. As soon as Carmaz looked into the man's eyes, he knew that this was indeed no man, but a god. He just knew it somehow, despite having never seen a god before. The man's eyes were ancient and authoritative, just as the legends described the eyes of the gods.

“Carmaz Korva,” the man said. “Your destiny is at last at hand. The time has come for me to take you away, where you will start the long and difficult journey ahead of you that even I do not know.”

“How do you know my name?” asked Carmaz, though he found the words difficult to speak in the presence of such a powerful deity. “I never introduced myself.”

“I know the names of all who are destined to ascend,” said the man, “for I am Tinkar, the God of Fate and Time. And it is your fate to ascend to godhood. Or it may be, if you work for it.”

Carmaz didn't understand what Tinkar meant, but he managed to find enough strength to stand up straight, doing his best to ignore his broken arm. He then looked Tinkar straight in the eye and said, “Are you going to help Ruwa?”

Tinkar looked confused at the question. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you and your fellow gods,” said Carmaz. He gestured all around them with his good hand, even though they weren't on Ruwa. “For years, Ruwa has been a desolate land full of despair and poverty and disease. Why have you gods forsaken us?”

“When was it our job to ensure wealth and health for you humans?” Tinkar said. “Anyway, you are changing the subject. The Tournament of the Gods is starting and you have been chosen to participate in it.”

“Tournament of the Gods?” Carmaz said. He looked down at Saia, who looked just as mystified as he felt. “Saia, have you heard of the Tournament of the Gods before?”

“N-No,” said Saia, who seemed far more intimidated by Tinkar than Carmaz was. “Never heard of it.”

“The Tournament of the Gods is a competition in which the five winning mortals will ascend to godhood and take on the roles of the gods that were slain by Uron not long ago,” said Tinkar. “It is my job to gather up the godlings that are destined to ascend at some point, which includes you, my heathen friend.”

Carmaz looked at Tinkar again. “You must have me mistaken for someone else. I care not for the gods that abandoned my people. You can take your offer and choke on it.”

“You mortals are very good at acting like you have any choice in matters as important as this,” Tinkar said. “What makes you think you can reject my offer? It is your destiny to accept it.”

“Why should I enter a competition to join a group of beings who have treated my people as if they do not exist?” asked Carmaz. He gestured at Saia. “Besides, my friend here is injured, as am I. We have to return to Ruwa to assure our friends and family that we are still alive.”

“We can heal you,” said Tinkar. He nodded at Carmaz's broken arm. “I am not a healer like my sister Atikos, but I know some basic healing spells.”

Tinkar waved his staff at Carmaz's arm. In a second, the pain in Carmaz's broken arm was gone, causing Carmaz to twist it experimentally just to make sure that it was indeed healed. While it was somewhat stiff, there was no sharp pain anymore.

“I ... thank you,” said Carmaz, rubbing his arm. “I—”

“You do not need to thank me anymore than you already have,” Tinkar said. “Anyway, I could even take you two back to your friends and family on Ruwa. Under the condition, of course, that you agree to come with me to World's End, where the Tournament will begin, afterward.”

Carmaz was about to tell Tinkar to shove off when Saia, who now seemed to be getting over his initial fear of Tinkar, asked, “Uh, Lord Tinkar, you said the winners of the Tournament are supposed to become gods, right?”

“Correct,” said Tinkar.

“And one of the open positions is the position as the God of Martir, right?” Saia continued.

“Of course,” said Tinkar. “With Skimif dead, the position needs to be filled by someone worthy of the job.”

Saia nodded, then gestured for Carmaz to come closer to him. Frowning, Carmaz got onto his knees and leaned close to Saia, wondering what his friend would have to say.

“Carmaz, I got a great idea,” Saia whispered, probably to keep Tinkar from hearing. “You should enter the Tournament.”

“Why?” Carmaz asked, keeping his voice as low as Saia's. “Didn't you hear what I said to Tinkar about taking his offer and choking on it?”

“Yes, but think about it,” said Saia, the excitement in his voice mixed in with the pain he was probably experiencing in his legs. “One of the open positions is the position of God of Martir. If you win the Tournament, you could become the God of Martir, and then use your power to restore Ruwa to its original greatness again.”

“Really?” said Carmaz in surprise. He scratched his chin. “Hmm. That never occurred to me.”

“Yeah, but it makes sense,” said Saia. “I mean, this is the best opportunity to save Ruwa that anyone back home has ever gotten. Even if it means joining the gods, I say you should take it, for Ruwa's sake.”

“Saving Ruwa would be great,” Carmaz said, nodding. “But the gods—”

“Who cares?” Saia interrupted. “Don't you care enough about Ruwa to make some sacrifices? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Carmaz, so I suggest that you don't let it pass.”

Carmaz didn't want to admit it, but Saia was correct. This did seem to be the best opportunity that Carmaz would ever have to actually help Ruwa return to its original glory. Even though Carmaz didn't want anything to do with the gods, if it was indeed his destiny to join them, even rule them, then maybe he should go ahead and do it. He couldn't really see any reason not to. After all, Tinkar hadn't said that he would die if he lost the Tournament, so he had nothing to lose by trying.

So Carmaz stood back up and turned to face Tinkar. “All right, Tinkar, I accept your offer. But only on a couple of conditions.”

Tinkar sighed. “I should have seen this coming, but the fate of you godlings is always denser to my eyes than the fates of normal mortals.”

“First, Saia and I want to return to Ruwa to say goodbye to our friends and family there,” said Carmaz. “We also need to gather our belongings for the journey to World's End. Second, we want you to heal us. After that, then we'll be more than happy to go with you.”

Tinkar raised an eyebrow. “'We'? Your friend is not destined to ascend. Only you are.”

“I'm not going if Saia isn't allowed to go,” said Carmaz, crossing his arms over his chest. “We're friends. Friends stick together, no matter what.”

Tinkar sighed again. “Fine. But he cannot participate in or interfere with the Tournament, and if he does, then we will send him back to Ruwa right away. Do you agree to that condition?”

“Yes,” said Carmaz. He looked down at Saia. “What about you, Saia?”

“Sounds reasonable,” said Saia, nodding. “I'll support you every step of the way, Carmaz, even if I can't actually participate in the Tournament myself.”

“Very well, then,” said Tinkar. He held out a hand. “Now, let us go. The Tournament is starting in a month, so we do not have very much time to waste.”
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​​Chapter Four
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At this point, Braim was pretty sure that Princess Raya didn't like him.

She didn't talk to him at all during the dinner that the group had at the seafood restaurant on the corner of the street (the name of which Braim couldn't pronounce due to the fact that it was a katabans word that was essentially impossible to pronounce in Divina). In fact, she didn't even seem to acknowledge his existence, even after he asked her to pass the salt. Nor did she tell him good bye after the group split and returned to their guest rooms at the various inns across the city. He noticed because she said good bye to everyone else except for him, in stark contrast to King Malock and Queen Hana, who told Braim how much they enjoyed chatting with him at the dinner.

Under ordinary circumstances, Braim might have been offended by Raya's rudeness. He didn't like being ignored so pointedly by pretty women, even though he couldn't remember where he gained this dislike of such women. There was a reason he'd called Raya 'beautiful' earlier and that was because he knew a knockout when he saw one.

But Braim didn't feel as offended as he normally would today. That was probably because, despite acknowledging Raya's beauty, he really didn't care much for her as a person. That same shadow from before kept creeping up his spine, into the back of his mind, which made him more apathetic toward this sort of treatment from women.

His mind was distracted, instead, by the Tournament of the Gods. He and Darek spent a good portion of the dinner talking about the Tournament, wondering if either of them were going to be chosen to participate or if they would at least be allowed to stay and watch the events. So far, none of the gods or katabans who lived on World's End had said anything about sending Braim and the others back up north when the Tournament started, so Braim was of the opinion that they were going to at least be allowed to watch the Tournament's events unfold.

But without more facts from Alira or the gods, Braim soon lost interest in the speculation. And when he, Darek, and Jenur returned to the inn they were staying at, he retired to his room immediately and fell on his bed, too tired from the excitement of the day to do much else. Especially with the moon rising in the sky. For some reason, he was always more tired on full moon nights than on any other nights, although he dismissed that as more of a coincidence than anything.

Braim's room was a rather nice, if simple, room. He had a nice, soft bed, with nice silk blankets that always smelled fresh and clean. A dresser and mirror stood on the opposite side of the room, while the door to his bathroom was just to the right of the dresser. Another door opened up to a closet, though Braim had opened the closet up maybe once since he got here. There was a single window that he had closed for the night. Even so, he could see through the thick blue curtains the lights of the city, although World's End was rather quiet for a city at night.

Then again, most of its inhabitants are katabans, and they aren't exactly the loudest people in the world, Braim thought with a yawn. He scratched his stomach, which was exposed due to the fact that he had shed his robes prior to falling on the bed. Or maybe the gods told them to be quiet so we could get some rest. Not sure if the gods are really that thoughtful, though.

In any case, Braim decided that he would go to sleep. Not that that would be easy; even though he was very tired at the moment, Braim had found it difficult to sleep thanks to the sense of dread and darkness that always seemed to be hiding just outside of his reach. Still, Braim needed as much sleep as any living being, so he closed his eyes and prepared to doze off by counting baba ragas before he heard something scratch against the floor.

It wasn't a particularly loud sound. It didn't sound like it was coming from the streets outside, however. It sounded, in fact, like it was coming from the closet itself.

Maybe it was just my imagination, Braim thought. Yeah, that's probably it. I mean, there's nothing in there, right? After all, I didn't put anything in there and no one has been inside this room since I left it earlier today, except maybe the innkeeper Mishak.

Despite all of that, Braim knew that he had indeed heard a sound in there. That meant that there was indeed something in that closet. What—Or who, Braim thought—was in there, he didn't know. He hoped that it was some kind of mouse, something not very big or threatening, although he had no idea whether World's End even had any mice on it.

Of course it does, Braim thought. There are mice everywhere. Even North Academy has the occasional infestation, and that place is at the very north of the Great Berg.

Because Braim doubted he could sleep without knowing what was in his closet, he decided to stop fighting fate. He sat up and stretched his limbs, then grabbed his wand off the table next to his bed and stood up. He put his robes back on quickly, then slowly advanced toward his closet.

Not a single sound came from the closet. Even Braim was quiet as he tip-toed across the room. He didn't want whoever or whatever was in there to hear him approaching. Again, he doubted that it was anything that could pose an actual threat to his life, but in case it was, he was determined to get the drop on it.

Braim now stood in front of the door. He laid one hand on the doorknob, but didn't twist it at first. He just listened as hard as he could, hoping to discover its identity by listening to any noise it made.

But no matter how hard Braim listened, he heard nothing else except for the sounds of the city outside his room. He almost believed that there was nothing in his closet at all, but decided he'd rather be safe than sorry.

Bracing himself for whatever was going to happen, Braim pulled open the door and thrust his wand inside.

The closet was empty. Aside from the metal pole that he could hang clothes across, there was nothing at all inside the closet. There wasn't even a mouse. He saw nothing in there that could have made even the slightest sound.

Braim sighed in relief. Thank the gods. It must have been my imagination at work again.

Then Braim heard that sound again, that slight scuffling against the wooden floor, and without thinking he jumped to the side. Just in the nick of time, because as soon as he jumped out of the way, a knife flew through the air and struck the inside of the closet.

Startled, Braim turned to see a long, thin sword coming his way. He raised his wand, summoning a magical barrier that blocked the sword, but his shield cracked under the pressure from the mysterious assassin's blade anyway.

As for the sword's user, it was a strange, humanoid being wearing a mask that resembled the face of a baba raga, though the tusks were smaller than the tusks of actual baba ragas. The figure was bulkier than Braim, but he found it hard to describe its appearance because much of its body was cloaked in shadow.

Whatever it was, Braim was not going to let it kill him. He increased the output of his magical energy, but his barrier only seemed to grow weaker and weaker under the pressure that the assassin placed on it, until soon Braim was certain that his shield would break any minute now.

And then it broke, far sooner than Braim expected, and the sword went flying through the air toward him. Braim dodged the blade, allowing the sword to strike the floor where he stood, but almost immediately another sword, similar to the first, appeared out of nowhere and stabbed at Braim.

Because Braim had not expected the second sword, he dodged it much less gracefully than the last one. The sword did not mortally wound him, but it managed to cut through his shoulder, causing pain to shoot through his body as he gasped.

But Braim had enough sense in him to stagger out of the way of the assassin's next blow. He covered his shoulder with his free hand, stemming the blood to the best of his ability, while aiming his wand at the assassin, who turned to face Braim again.

By the dim light streaming through the cracks of the curtains, Braim thought he saw that the assassin had four arms. Two were in the regular spot where arms should go, while the other two sprouted out of the assassin's shoulders. The assassin had two swords, each one glowing with magical energy. The assassin's eyes, however, were blank, which made it impossible to tell what it was thinking or who it might have been.

“Four arms, but two swords?” said Braim, chuckling despite the pain in his shoulder from where the assassin had hit him. “Decided to go easy on me, eh? Or are you just too poor to afford four?”

The assassin paused, as if Braim had just made a good point, and then drew two more swords, similar to the ones it already wielded, from somewhere behind it. The assassin then combined the hilts of each sword pair, creating two double-bladed lances that looked even deadlier than the assassin itself. Then it drew out four more swords and created two more double-bladed lances, effectively giving itself eight swords at once.

“Damn it,” said Braim. “It was just a joke. I know that most assassins don't have a great sense of humor, but you didn't need to pull out all of your swords on little old me.”

The assassin said nothing in response, but whether that was because it could not speak or simply chose not to, Braim didn't know. Nor was it very relevant, because that thing could kill him all by itself whether it could speak or not.

Then it stepped backwards and vanished instantly. It seemed to melt into the shadows, but that made no sense, because Braim couldn't see anywhere it could have hidden itself.

A second later, Braim heard the sound of blades whistling through the air. He jumped forward, narrowly avoiding getting his head chopped off. Then he looked over his shoulder just in time to see the assassin's arm vanish back into the shadows.

It can shadow travel? Braim thought. What the hell? I didn't even know that was possible.

Braim's thoughts were interrupted when the door to his room burst open. Light from the outside hall streamed in as Darek staggered inside, his wand at the ready, his head whipping back and forth as he looked for the threat.

“Darek?” said Braim in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“Heard what sounded like fighting coming from your room,” said Darek, panting as his eyes scanned the shadows of the room. “Were you atta—”

Braim saw the assassin's blades appear over Darek's head, causing him to shoot a burst of light from his wand at them. The burst hit the blades and they vanished, while Darek just looked up at the spot where the swords had been in shock.

“What was that?” said Darek, looking at Braim again.

“The assassin who's been trying to kill me for the past three minutes or so,” Braim said. “He vanished into the shadows. Don't know how he did that.”

“He must be an adherent of the Thief's Way,” Darek said, snapping his fingers. “It's a magical path usually studied by Hollechians, or was while Hollech was alive, anyway. That must be what this guy is doing.”

“How do we stop him?” asked Braim.

“Watch,” said Darek.

He raised his wand, which immediately became so bright that Braim had to raise his arm to avoid being blinded. And the light became brighter still, until soon all of the shadows in the room had been banished, allowing Braim to see every corner of the room as clearly as on a bright summer afternoon.

This also revealed the assassin, who stood near the window, standing still like it had been stunned by the light itself. Without the shadows to distort its appearance, Braim saw that the assassin was burlier than Darek and he combined. It was clearly not human or even aquarian, though what it was exactly, Braim didn't know, because it wore dark leather clothes that seemed to absorb the light. Its feet, however, were clawed, like the feet of a horian falcon.

The light also showed its eyes through its eye holes. They were almost human, except for the lack of sclera, making its eyes look completely black.

“There you are, you bastard,” said Braim, holding up his wand to cast a spell. “Stand still long enough for me to—”

Without warning, the assassin jumped through the closed window of Braim's room. The sound of shattering glass was the only sound that the assassin made as it escaped.

Alarmed, Braim and Darek ran up to the smashed window. Braim tore aside what remained of the curtains to try to catch a glimpse of the assassin as it fled.

But when he stuck his head outside the window, Braim saw no sign of the assassin at all. He only spotted the glass shards of the window on the ground outside, but of the assassin itself there was no sign. All Braim saw was the empty streets outside. It was like the assassin had never existed.

Braim looked at Darek with uncertainty. “Uh, you saw the big, four-armed assassin carrying those double-bladed lances, right? I'm not losing my mind or anything, right?”

“I saw it,” said Darek, nodding, a troubled look on his face. “I don't like this. I don't like this at all. Who was that guy and why was he trying to kill you?”

“I don't know,” said Braim. “Until today, I didn't even know that I had enemies.”

“Maybe he mistook you for someone else?” said Darek.

Braim looked at Darek with disbelief. “There are exactly four humans on this island, five if you count Raya. And we all look completely different from one another. I think it's pretty obvious that the assassin was after me.”

“But why you?” said Darek. “I'd understand King Malock, seeing as he's the leader of one of the most powerful nations in the entire Northern Isles, but what's so special about you?”

Braim was about to state the obvious when Jenur appeared in the doorway. Unlike Darek, she looked quite tired, with her hair messed up and her robes haphazardly pulled over her pajamas. She waved her wand hither and thither, like she thought that the assassin was still here.

“What happened?” said Jenur, yawning as she spoke. “I heard fighting. What's going on?” She then spotted Braim's bleeding shoulder and gasped. “Braim, what happened to your shoulder?”

Braim glanced at his wounded shoulder, having entirely forgotten about it in the excitement of the moment until just now. “Uh, I should explain to you guys what happened from the beginning.”

So Braim briefly explained to Jenur and Darek how the assassin appeared and tried to kill him, including Darek's arrival that saved his life. Because the story was so short, he was able to finish it quickly, and by the time he did, Jenur was wide awake and looked quite worried.

“An assassination attempt in the Throne of the Gods?” said Jenur. She shook her head. “I thought we were safe here.”

“Guess we're not,” said Braim. “Or I'm not, at least. Did either of you two hear anything unusual before the assassin attacked me?”

“No,” said Darek, shaking his head. “In fact, I was about to go to sleep before I heard the assassin fighting you.”

“And I was already deeply sleeping during the battle,” said Jenur. “That's why I didn't come right away. I only awoke when I heard the assassin smash through the window.”

Braim looked at the smashed window and frowned. “Do you think we'll have to pay for the window repair? Because I'm broke as hell, so ...”

Darek simply waved his wand at the window and the glass shards flew back into place. In less than a second, the window was good as new.

“I doubt it,” said Darek. “Anyway, I'm still troubled by that assassin's attack. It leaves us with far more questions than answers.”

Jenur nodded and then raised her wand and pointed it at Braim's shoulder. “Braim, you should let me heal your shoulder. Look at all of the blood leaking out. It's stained your robes.”

Again, Braim looked at his shoulder, this time watching as Jenur's healing spell closed up the wound until the skin was whole once more. Though Braim could feel pain much like anyone else, he didn't pay as much attention to it as most people did, even if the injuries were serious like his shoulder. It was probably due to the fact that he had lived a pain-free life as a ghost, so most of the time he barely even noticed his injuries unless they were too obvious to ignore or caused him an unusual amount of pain.

“Thanks,” said Braim, looking at Jenur again as she lowered her wand. “I'll wash my robes later. Right now, I'm still confused about that assassin.”

“I think we should contact the others and find out if they were attacked as well,” said Darek. “I'm especially worried for the Carnagian Royal Family. They're a prime target for any assassin.”

“I'll send a gray ghost to Mal later,” said Jenur. “And one to Yorak as well, informing them both about what happened. We should also see about contacting the gods and letting them know that someone just tried to kill Braim.”

“I think it was a katabans,” said Braim. “It didn't look like a human or an aquarian to me, and it probably wasn't a god, either, otherwise it would have killed Darek and me without even thinking. Someone must have hired it.”

“Probably a god, I bet,” said Darek. “I mean, I don't want to accuse the gods of evildoing, but the katabans only listen to the gods. That means that there is a god out there who wants you dead.”

“Again?” said Braim. “But I just came back to life. I'd like to tell that god to wait at least a year before trying to take my life. They're just jumping the gun now.”

“That doesn't explain why any god would want to kill Braim,” said Jenur, brushing some of her messy curly hair back. “He hasn't done anything to anger the gods. Right, Braim?”

“Yeah,” said Braim. “Of course, it's possible that I could have done something to piss this god off in my first life. Maybe he's trying to get revenge for the time I stole his girlfriend or something.”

“The gods may be petty at times, but they aren't that petty,” said Jenur. Her shoulders slumped. “Unfortunately, I don't know how to find out who did it. But I will contact Mal and Yorak as soon as I can and see if they might know anything about this.”

“Good idea,” said Braim. He glanced at his open closet. “But I'm a little afraid of going to sleep again, because I have a feeling that that assassin is not the kind of guy to give up easily.”

“I doubt he'll return,” said Jenur. “Now that we know he's trying to kill you, he's lost the element of surprise. Doesn't mean he's not going to try again. It just means that he's not going to try again any time soon.”

“You're probably right,” said Braim. “Well, you two can go back to your rooms now. I'll wash out the blood from my robes and—”

“Braim Kotogs?” said a voice from the doorway, causing all three of them to turn and see who had spoken.

Standing in the open doorway to Braim's room was a short man with blue, spiky hair. He had said Braim's name with an odd accent, in which he slightly slurred the last syllable of 'Kotogs.' That meant that the man was some kind of katabans, though Braim had never seen this particular katabans before.

The katabans looked quite surprised to see all three of them there, so surprised that he seemed to have forgotten what he had come here to tell them. That was when Braim noticed a letter that he clutched in his left hand.

“Hey, is that letter for me?” said Braim, pointing at the letter that the katabans held.

The katabans looked at Braim. His eyes focused on the dried blood on Braim's shoulder with horror before he looked at Braim's face, nodded, and said, in that same odd accent from before, “Yes sir. Letter for you. From Alira.”

The katabans threw the letter toward Braim. It glided through the air toward him, allowing Braim to catch it without any difficulty. Frowning, he looked down at the letter's envelope, upon which the word Invitation was written in a neat, curly script.

“Thanks,” said Braim, looking back up at the messenger. “Tell Alira I—”

But the katabans was gone before Braim could finish his sentence. He looked at Jenur and Darek. “Where'd he go?”

“No idea,” said Darek, shaking his head. “He left faster than I could follow. Think he must be scared of humans or something.”

“What's he got to be scared of?” said Braim. “Just because you guys are two of the most powerful mages in the world doesn't mean you're scary.”

“Just open the letter and see what Alira has to say,” said Jenur. “I'm interested in what she's written.”

Braim nodded and slit the envelope open with his wand's tip. He then pulled out a folded letter, which he unfolded as quickly as he could.

Reading was another difficult thing for Braim to do ever since he returned, mostly because as a ghost he had never had to do much reading. He could read individual letters just fine, but his mind sometimes had a hard time comprehending full sentences and paragraphs, even after taking several reading lessons from Darek over the past two months. It was probably a side effect of the resurrection process, though that didn't make it any less embarrassing whenever he had to read something aloud to someone else.

But this letter was not very long. It was a single paragraph, which Braim read quickly. And he found its message shocking. In fact, he was so shocked by this message that he wasn't sure if he had read it correctly.

So Braim handed the letter to Darek, saying, “Can you read this for me? I think I know what it's saying, but I'm not sure. It seems to me like it must be a mistake.”

Darek took the letter and held it under the city lights streaming through the window. He then read the letter aloud:

“Dear Braim Kotogs,

You have been chosen to participate in the Tournament of the Gods, which starts exactly one month from today. Arrangements have been made to allow you to stay in World's End until the start of the Tournament on the first of next month. We will reveal more details about the Tournament to you in due time.

Sincerely, Alira, Judge of the Tournament of the Gods.”
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​​Chapter Five
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Princess Raya Mana stared at the letter in her hand, the one with the unfamiliar handwriting upon it. She read the single paragraph over and over again, at first unable to believe what she was reading, but the more and more she read the invitation to participate in the Tournament, the more she believed it, until soon all of her doubt and disbelief was gone, replaced instead by a sense of rightness and fulfillment.

Of course I was chosen to participate in the Tournament, Raya thought with a smile. I'm the Princess of Carnag. I deserve a shot at becoming the Goddess of Martir. I always knew that I was destined for greatness. I just never knew just how great that was.

Father stood next to her, patting her on the back, saying, “Wonderful, Raya. I am so proud of you. I know you will do better in that Tournament than anyone else. I know you will win.”

“Thank you, Father,” said Raya, hugging Father tightly for a moment before letting go and looking at the letter again, which she clutched as tightly as if it was the most valuable diamond in the world. “I cannot believe it. I didn't think I'd ever get chosen to participate in such a prodigious event.”

“Why does that surprise you?” said Mother, who looked even more excited than Raya at this possibility. “It didn't shock me at all to learn that you will have a chance at becoming a goddess. In fact, it makes perfect sense to me, seeing as you are a very special girl. I will have to send a message back to Carnag informing everyone of this amazing event. We should make this day into an official Carnagian holiday that will be celebrated for generations to come.”

Raya smiled again, but then frowned when she read her letter again. “But it doesn't say whether you two are going to get to stay and watch the Tournament or not.”

“I imagine the gods will send us home,” said Father. “After all, neither of us were invited to enter the Tournament and the gods do not exactly like me very much, anyway.”

Raya looked at Father curiously. “They don't? Why?”

“Let's just say that, when I was a youth, I crossed the paths of the gods a few too many times and survived,” said Father. He rubbed his disfigured face, a common habit of his that Raya hadn't paid much attention to until now. “Indeed, I am surprised they even invited me back to World's End at all, considering how unpopular I am with most of the gods.”

“Even if we have to return to Carnag, rest assured that we will pray every day to Grinf to aid you,” said Mother. “And we will send you gray ghosts every day to keep you up to date on recent happenings around Carnag and to find out how you are doing, so it will be like we are still with you even when we aren't.”

“You don't need to do that,” said Raya. “I will contact you two every day myself. You can just worry about making sure that the Carnagian people are supporting me at all times.”

“Of course we will,” said Father. “In fact, I doubt that the people will need much persuasion to support you, considering how much the people love you already.”

“We need to celebrate tonight,” said Mother. “We need to do something special to celebrate this big event.”

Raya shrugged and looked out the nearby window at the darkness of the night, which was broken up by the lights from the city. “Oh, Mother, we don't need to throw any major celebrations right away. You two need to rest after your very long day. Father looks like he is just about to fall asleep standing.”

“I suppose you are right, Raya,” said Father with a yawn. “I am rather tired. But we will make sure to celebrate this momentous occasion first thing in the morning.”

“Yes,” said Mother. She then rubbed together her hands in a rather diabolical way. “But I need to contact Jenur and tell her about your success. I doubt that her son was chosen to participate in the Tournament. I think a little gloating is in order.”

Father frowned and yawned again. “Hana, perhaps that can wait until morning as well. I doubt Jenur is even awake right now, as it is rather late.”

Mother looked disappointed at having to put off her gloating, but then she nodded and said, “All right. But first thing in the morning, I will send her a gray ghost. Or maybe I'll just make a special trip to the inn that she is staying at and personally deliver the news to her myself.”

“Not everything in life is a competition, you know,” said Father.

“Who said I was competing with Jenur?” said Mother. “And anyway, if I was competing, I clearly won, seeing as Raya was chosen to participate and Darek wasn't.”

Father sighed, but then said to Raya, “This is good night, Raya. I wish nothing but the sweetest of dreams for my little girl.”

“I wish the same to you, my daughter,” said Mother.

Then Father and Mother returned to their room, closing the door behind them as they did so. They left Raya sitting alone on the sofa in the living room of the apartment that the gods had given them. Raya did not hear anymore noise from their room, which told her that they must have fallen asleep rather quickly.

Raya herself was tired, but she was also too excited at the prospect of entering the Tournament to even think about going to sleep anytime soon. She just read the letter over and over again, taking in the words as if she was breathing in the freshest and cleanest air.

This is the happiest day of my whole life, Raya thought, at least until I actually win the Tournament, which will most definitely be the happiest day of my life for sure.

That was when Raya's stomach growled. It almost took her by surprise until she remembered that she had not eaten in several hours. She had had a good dinner at that restaurant earlier in the evening, but Raya's body burned through food quickly, so she usually got hungry faster than her parents did even if she had just recently eaten.

Unfortunately, to Raya's knowledge, the apartment they stayed in had no food, and there was no room service, either. That would have meant that she would have to wait until morning to have breakfast, but the idea of having to wait even that short a time was pure torture to her.

So Raya stood up, clutching her letter in one hand, and returned to her room, which was located opposite her parents' room. She slipped inside and closed the door carefully, then listened to make sure that neither of her parents had gotten up and left their room.

When Raya heard nothing, she relaxed and walked over to the dresser on the left side of the room and pulled open the top drawer. There she found a large piece of rainbow fish—one of the dishes they had had at that restaurant earlier in the evening—wrapped in a paper towel. She picked up the fish, unwrapped it, and started eating, her hunger becoming more and more satisfied with each bite.

The reason for Raya's secrecy was because neither of her parents knew that Raya had taken this fish from the restaurant. She hadn't exactly stolen it. At least, she didn't think of it as theft. She had simply not finished her food and had decided to take some of it with her without first asking the restaurant's owner—a tall, rather handsome male katabans who was excellent with cutting knives—if she could.

Raya knew that most people would see this as theft, but honestly it was just one fish and it wasn't even the biggest rainbow fish served that night, anyway. In fact, Raya saw herself performing an important duty to the restaurant owner. By taking what food she hadn't been able to finish, she saved the owner the time he would have spent in throwing it out.

This was not the first time that Raya had taken something that she technically was not supposed to take. When she had been six, Raya had stolen a paper doll toy from the daughter of one of the male servants who served the Carnagian Royal Family. Of course, Raya had been sure to avoid being caught. She managed to frame one of the other servant girls for her actions, which had resulted in a rather memorable feud between the two servant families that, to her knowledge, was still going on today.

Raya justified this by telling herself that the male servant's daughter—whose name she no longer remembered, as that particular servant had been fired about a year after the incident—already had plenty of paper dolls of her own and didn't need any more. At the time, Raya herself had had about a hundred such dolls, all of them infinitely better than the one she took, but she didn't really want any of them as much as she had wanted that one (which she had then lost in the Royal Garden about a week later).

Then, when Raya was ten, she had taken the pretty diamond necklace of a Shikan noble's teenage daughter. At the time, Raya had been very jealous of the teenaged girl for her beauty, especially the praise and attention the teenaged girl had received from the boys. The diamond necklace had been a particularly praised object that Raya believed to be the source of the girl's beauty. Unfortunately, when Raya stole the necklace, the teenaged girl was still popular with the boys and was married off not long after to the son of a Carnagian nobleman who Raya had had her eyes on at the time. The two were still married today, a thought which made Raya feel sick to her stomach every time she thought about it. She didn't even have the necklace anymore. She had thrown it down the gutter of the streets outside Carnag Hall after taking it, purely out of spite.

And when Raya was thirteen, she had taken the painting of the daughter of a Carnagian nobleman that had been praised by her art tutor for its originality and greatness. By contrast, Raya's own painting had been rather bland and unoriginal.

So Raya had taken the painting and smeared it with paint, messing up the beautifully-done colors and shading that had been the source of the original paint's popularity. It had felt good at the time to see the other girl's hard work ruined and even better to see that girl cry. Unfortunately, the girl had still gone on to become a great painter respected throughout the entire Northern Isles.

But despite her takings not always working out the way Raya wanted them to, she had never been caught. In fact, no one had even suspected her of stealing from anyone. She had managed to deflect all suspicion from everyone by pretending to be as disturbed by these takings as anyone. She sometimes felt a little guilty for deceiving everyone, including her parents, into thinking that she was innocent, but she always banished that feeling by telling herself that she only took things from the people who deserved it.

I'm sure that Grinf would approve, Raya thought. It's not an orthodox form of justice, but justice comes in many shapes and sizes. There is no reason to believe that any of what I did was unjust. And there is certainly no reason for me to believe that taking this fish will get me in trouble, either.

That was when Raya heard something behind her. It sounded like someone's foot scuffing the carpet. The sound made her freeze mid-bite, because she knew that there was no one else in this room aside from herself.

Or there shouldn't be anyone else here, Raya thought.

To say that Raya felt dread was like saying that the sky was blue. As Princess of Carnag, Raya was well aware that there were many, many people who would like to kill her or her parents for tons of reasons. Just the other day, the Justice Enforcers foiled a plot by a lone assassin who had intended to blow up Carnag Hall with her and her parents still inside it.

The only reason someone would sneak into my room at this time of night without me knowing is to kill me, Raya thought. He must think that I didn't hear him. Too bad for him.

Raya whirled around and threw her half-eaten fish across the room. But much to her shock, there was no one else in here with her. Her fish flew over her bed and landed on the floor on the other side, just outside of her view.

Then Raya noticed a green envelope on her bed. It was sitting neatly on top of the blue covers, but Raya was almost certain that the envelope had not been there even ten seconds ago, when she returned to her room to get her snack. The envelope was blank, which meant that it could have had anything in it and she couldn't even tell who left it there.

Raya went over the rather extensive list of assassination techniques that Teacher had taught her last year, as part of her training as royalty. She could not think of any that involved placing an unassuming, blank envelope on the bed of the target and hoping they open it.

Of course, this is World's End, the Throne of the Gods, Raya thought. The assassins here, if there are any, probably know all sorts of deadly assassination techniques that the assassins up north can only dream of.

Still, Raya doubted that this envelope was supposed to kill her. If there was an assassin after her, then why didn't he kill her while she was eating her fish and thinking about her past? She was completely unarmed, after all, and not much of a fighter. She had some combat and self-defense training, but Raya knew she wasn't as good at fighting as she was at other things. Any assassin worth his knives would be able to kill her if he tried hard enough.

But if an assassin didn't put that there, then who did? Raya thought. And why didn't they tell me? Maybe it's another letter from Alira.

Yes, that made sense. As one of the participants in the Tournament, it made sense for Raya to get another letter, this one probably containing further information and instructions regarding the Tournament. It seemed a little odd, mostly because Raya had not expected to get additional information so soon, but she wasn't complaining. The sooner she knew more about the Tournament, the more time she had to plan and prepare for it.

So Raya walked over to the bed and picked the envelope off the covers. She turned it over once, hoping to find some kind of identifying symbol or seal, but even the seal was a blank red square. She held the envelope up to the magical light glowing from the ceiling and saw that its contents was a single folded-up letter. She saw no dust or poison in it that could harm her.

With all of her fears now abated, Raya opened the envelope and carefully extracted the folded-up letter. Unlike the envelope, this paper was a clean white. When she unfolded it, she saw that the ink was a deep black color that was easy to read.

The letter's handwriting was neat, but generic. Raya had never seen this particular handwriting before, so she had no idea who might have wrote it. She then began reading the letter, which read like this:

Dear Godling,

Do not think that the gods are unaware of your treachery and wickedness. The eyes of the gods are all-seeing and they do not tolerate injustice for long. You are spared only because you have been chosen to enter the Tournament of the Gods. Otherwise, your wickedness would be justly punished as it deserves.

And do not think that you can avoid the fate you deserve for very long. Though justice's journey is long and often tortuous, it always arrives at its destination.

The letter ended there as abruptly as if someone had interrupted the letter writer before he could finish. Or perhaps the letter writer had intentionally chosen to end on such an ambiguous note.

In any case, Raya wanted to laugh at the letter. She had received letters like this before, anonymously sent by her enemies or enemies of the Royal Family making vague threats to her and her parents. Ninety-nine percent of the time, these 'threats' could be safely ignored, especially if they were filled with typos and grammatical errors. In fact, Raya usually saved the most ridiculous ones to read to her friends, who often found them just as amusing as she did.

But it was hard to laugh at this letter. Its mysterious appearance in her room, its lack of a signature, its constant talk of 'justice,' the letter writer's insinuation that it knew all of her darkest secrets ... that was different from most threats that she'd received. Most letters typically threatened to kill her or her parents, often in gruesome and nonsensical ways (such as one letter writer who threatened to inflate Raya like a balloon and pop her).

This one, however, made no mention whatsoever of killing her or her parents. It sounded more like the angry words of someone who was pursuing justice. It almost sounded like some of the writings of the old Grinfian monks that she had read about. Once, a long time ago before Father was born, the Carnagian government had been horribly corrupt and completely inefficient at capturing criminals and bringing them to justice. In fact, Teacher had told Raya that at the time many criminals were friends or family members of government officials, who often turned a blind eye to their criminal activities as a personal favor to them.

As a result, injustice ran rampant all over the island until a group of Grinfian Monks, tired of the crime and their inefficient government, formed their own group dedicated to bringing justice called the Judges of Justice. Their modus operandi was to send vague, yet threatening, letters to various well-known and minor criminals alike, written to sound like they had been dictated by Grinf himself, telling the criminals to give up their evil ways, lest they invite the wrath of Grinf himself upon them.

When—inevitably—the criminals would disregard the letters' warning, then the Judges struck. They used a combination of magic and trickery, first to scare the unrepentant criminals, and then to kill them. Often, the Judges wouldn't even bother to hand the criminals over to the authorities, mostly because of their distrust of the government's ability to properly punish lawbreakers.

Eventually, most criminals would cease whatever they were doing as soon as they received a letter from the Judges of Justice, even though the letters were always unsigned and delivered anonymously. The fierce reputation of the Judges themselves caused the crime rate to fall year after year, until a religious reform united the entire Carnagian people under the principles of Grinf, which led to the government taking the matter of arresting and punishing lawbreakers more seriously. The Judges then disbanded, though many of their letters were in the Carnagian Vault and had been reprinted as Scripture that was still read by many Carnagians today.

That was what this letter reminded Raya of. It was almost like the Judges of old had sent her a letter from beyond the grave. Only, Raya was pretty sure that this letter wasn't written by a bunch of ghosts.

Unless Braim wrote it, but he doesn't seem like the kind of guy to do that, Raya thought.

She considered telling her parents about this letter, but then Raya decided that they didn't need to know. It was probably just a very strange prank. Maybe it was the work of the God of Jokes and Pranks. Or maybe one of the katabans who lived in the city had sent it to her as a bizarre joke that only a katabans would understand.

So Raya walked over to the trash bin near the writing desk on the other side of the room and held the letter above it. She then drew a match from her dress pockets—she always carried a few around—lit it in one stroke and then held it under the corner of the letter.

The flame rapidly ate away at the letter, until soon it was nothing more than a pile of ash in the trash. She did the same to the envelope, thus eliminating all traces of the mysterious letter.

And now it's time for bed, Raya thought as she picked up her thrown fish, which was still wrapped in the paper towel. After I finish my snack, of course.
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​​Chapter Six
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One moment, Carmaz, Saia, and Tinkar stood in the now-empty village of the crustaceans. The next, all three of them stood in the center of Carmaz and Saia's hometown, which was called Conewood. Not only that, but a cursory look at his body showed Carmaz that Tinkar had somehow also managed to heal him during the teleportation. Saia looked much better as well, so much so that he was able to stand on his own without any trouble.

But Carmaz's stomach immediately rebelled, causing him to grab it with both hands and moan involuntarily. He had no idea where this sudden sickness came from because he hadn't been feeling sick at all earlier. He hadn't even had much to eat today, so what was his stomach trying to get rid of?

“Teleportation can often have unintended side effects on humans who are not used to it,” Tinkar said. “I assume you have never teleported before, Carmaz?”

Carmaz looked up at Tinkar with annoyance. “Yes, though I thought you'd know that, seeing as you gods know everything, don't you?”

“Not everything,” said Tinkar. “But most things.”

Saia, unfortunately, must have had a much weaker disposition than Carmaz, because he actually threw up. It was mostly liquid, but the sight of his friend throwing up made Carmaz's stomach retch, forcing him to look away to avoid joining his friend in illness.

That was when Carmaz noticed that they were standing in the village square of Conewood. It was a village of about three dozen or so huts, with an old well set in the center of town where anyone could gather water (even though the well was dry half the time). Tall jungle stood on the outskirts, surrounding the village on all sides, but Carmaz was so used to seeing the jungle that he didn't have any strong emotional reaction to it except to note that he felt happy and safe being back home, even though Conewood was hardly much safer than the rest of the island.

Right now, Carmaz did not see anyone else in the village out and about. He at first found it odd before remembering that it was in the middle of the afternoon, which was usually the time that the entire village of Conewood napped inside their huts. That was because it was usually too hot at this time of day to do anything else. And indeed, with the sun's rays beating down on him, he wished he could be inside his own hut taking a nap right now.

“Allow me to wake up the people,” said Tinkar, raising his hand.

Carmaz was about to ask Tinkar what he meant when the god waved his hand. Not a second later, the doors of the huts opened and all of the villagers streamed out, heading toward the village square as quickly as they could, like they had been summoned by a mysterious force that they could not deny.

In less than five minutes, the entire tiny village of Conewood was gathered in the village square. This was the quickest that Carmaz had ever seen everyone gather like this. It was rare indeed for the villagers of Conewood to gather here. In fact, Carmaz could name only two other times that this type of village-wide gathering had occurred, and both had been several years ago when Carmaz was much younger than he was now.

The villagers were a sorry lot in appearance. Most were quite thin due to a lack of food to eat and very dirty due to a lack of soap and water in which to bathe. One man, who Carmaz knew as Wood-foot, was missing a foot, which had been replaced with a block of wood that was held on by rope. And, although some of the villagers were descended from the old Ruwan Royal Family, none of them looked rich in the slightest.

Yet none of the villagers dared to speak or move toward Carmaz or Saia, even though Carmaz could tell that everyone was both surprised and happy to see that the two of them had returned to the village safely and in one piece. All eyes were on Tinkar, as if everyone knew who this god was but were too afraid to actually talk to him.

The silence was broken when a young girl shouted, “Carmy!” and dashed out from behind the adults. She slammed into Carmaz's legs, almost knocking him over despite her small size, and hugged his legs fiercely as she said, “Carmy, I missed you! I thought you weren't ever going to return.”

Despite the serious situation, Carmaz had to smile as he looked down at the young girl clinging to his legs like she thought that she could keep Carmaz from leaving through her childish strength alone. He swept the girl up into his arms, hugged her tightly (much to her delight), and then rested her back on the ground, saying, “I'm glad to see you as well, Frissa. And see, I even brought Saia back with me, too.”

The young girl, Frissa, looked up at Saia with her dark, innocent eyes. Saia spread his arms as if he expected a hug from her as well, but then Frissa said, in a rather monotonic voice than before, “I'm glad to see you are alive, too, Mr. Saia.”

Saia's smile vanished as quickly as if Tinkar had teleported it away and his arms fell to his sides. “Hey, I was the one who was going to be eaten by the crustaceans. Isn't anyone happy to see me?”

Saia looked at the other villagers, but unlike Frissa, none of them came forward to greet them. Even Hazur, the village elder, stood with the others, her old, aged eyes looking at Tinkar with much suspicion and distrust.

Tinkar, meanwhile, was looking at Frissa, though the young girl seemed to hardly notice the god. “Is she your daughter?”

Frissa finally noticed Tinkar when he spoke, but rather than cheerfully greet the stranger, she just hid behind Carmaz. Carmaz wished he could hide somewhere, too, but he knew that it was impossible to hide from the gods.

So he said to Tinkar, “No. Frissa's parents were murdered by some pirates when she was only a year old and so doesn't really have any parents, so to speak. She technically is raised by everyone in Conewood, including me. But you knew that already, didn't you?”

“I know the fates of all mortals,” said Tinkar. “I simply asked the question to appear less alien to you, though I doubt I succeeded.”

Carmaz found it hard to believe that Tinkar—or any god, for that matter—would bother trying to understand him and the others. He suspected that Tinkar was playing with him, which, considering how the gods in general treated mortals, was not an unheard of thing for a god to do.

Then Carmaz looked back at the villagers. They still didn't seem likely to break the ice, so he decided to explain to the others what was going on and why Tinkar was here.

So Carmaz stepped forward and gestured at Tinkar. “This is Tinkar, the God of Fate and Time himself. He—”

Carmaz didn't even get to finish his sentence before the villagers started to hurl dirt clods, rocks, and even precious shoes at Tinkar. Carmaz, Saia, and Frissa ducked, therefore avoiding most of it, but Tinkar didn't even try to dodge. The clods, rocks, and shoes rapidly disintegrated ten feet from his body. Tinkar's facial expression didn't even change as the projectiles disintegrated, as if he was unimpressed by the villagers' actions.

Once it became clear that throwing things at Tinkar was not working, the villagers stopped doing it, but they still viewed Tinkar with the same distrust from before.

“I will give you mortals credit for being willing to assault a god that is a thousand times more powerful than all of you put together,” Tinkar said. “But if this had not been on the north side of the Dividing Line, I would have killed you all for the severe lack of respect you showed toward me.”

“Go fuck yourself!” one of the villagers shouted. “We don't want you stupid gods on our island!”

Tinkar didn't even look offended by that. He yawned and said, “Obscenities. Is that the best you mortals can come up with? Wait. Do not answer that question. The future tells me that that is indeed the best that you are able to come up with.”

“Are you going to restore Ruwa to its former glory?” another village shouted.

“No,” said Tinkar. “I did not come here to help a bunch of heathens.”

“Then why did you come here at all?” a third villager shouted. He took off his shoe like he was going to throw it at Tinkar. “Get out of here! No one wants you around.”

The villager threw his shoe at Tinkar. His aim, unfortunately, was severely off, because his shoe instead hit Saia directly in the face.

“Ow!” Saia said, rubbing his nose where the shoe had hit. “Barc, what the hell was that for?”

“Sorry,” said Barc, the villager who had thrown the shoe, sheepishly. “My bad.”

Carmaz again rose to his full height and said, “Please, I understand how angry everyone here is at Tinkar and the gods, but you must understand that Tinkar rescued Saia and me from the crustaceans and has offered us hope for Ruwa.”

“Hope for Ruwa?” Frissa repeated, looking up at Carmaz with her large eyes. “What do you mean, Carmy?”

Smiling, Carmaz scooped Frissa into his arms again and then addressed the villagers once more, saying, “According to Tinkar, there is an event starting next month on World's End known as the Tournament of the Gods. It is an event that will pit one hundred mortals against one another to determine who will ascend to godhood to replace the gods that died in Uron's attack on Martir two months ago.”

“I have never heard of this 'Tournament of the Gods' before,” said Hazur, her old voice full of suspicion.

“That is because, elder, it is the first of its kind,” said Tinkar. “The Powers themselves created the idea as an efficient way of replacing the deities lost by Uron's hand. It is no lie.”

“What's so great about this stupid Tournament?” Barc said, folding his arms over his chest. “Sounds like a glorified game to me.”

“It's great because I have been chosen to participate,” said Carmaz, gesturing at himself. “That means I have a shot at becoming the God of Martir. And if I become the God of Martir, I can use that power to help Ruwa.”

“Really?” said Frissa. She hugged Carmaz's head in excitement. “Yay! You can help Ruwa. Can I help?”

“Sorry, Frissa, but you have to stay here,” said Carmaz, pushing her hands off of his head. “Saia and I are going to World's End alone. We only came back here to explain the situation and say good bye to everyone.”

“But don't you worry, Frissa,” said Saia, giving her the thumbs up. “I'll make sure to keep Carmaz here out of trouble for you while we're away.”

Frissa giggled, but Carmaz paid her no more attention. He was now looking at the other villagers, waiting to see what their reactions would be. He saw no reason for any of them to be against it. After all, everyone here knew him well enough to understand that he really would use the power given to him as God of Martir to help fix Ruwa if he won the Tournament. He expected complete support from everyone.

But the longer he waited for a reaction, the less likely it seemed he would get one. Or at least, the less likely it seemed that he would get a positive reaction. The general facial expression he saw was a mixture of disappointment and betrayal. Barc even looked away and made a noise of disgust.

Carmaz's smile fell. “What is the matter with you all? Aren't you happy for this rare opportunity I could use to actually improve the lives of us all?”

Still no smiles.

Then Hazur looked Carmaz straight in the eye. Her gaze was one of betrayal and sadness, which actually hurt Carmaz more than he thought it would.

“Why should we be happy that you have a chance to join those who have ignored us?” said Hazur. Though she spoke softly, her words were impossible not to hear. “We remember the last God of Martir, Skimif, who did not improve our lives in any way. I recall when he first ascended thirty years ago. I was a much younger and more hopeful woman then than I am now.”

“But I'm not an aquarian like Skimif was,” said Carmaz. “I'm one of you. I would never forget you, no matter how big and powerful I may get.”

“Skimif did nothing for us,” said Hazur, as if Carmaz hadn't said a word. “He only ever seemed preoccupied with higher things. Or perhaps it was his aquarian bias against humans that prevented him from helping us. In any case, we have learned not to rely on any higher powers to help us, because the higher powers have shown that they do not want to help us, even when they are able.”

“I understand your distrust and hatred of the gods,” said Carmaz. He tried to keep his voice calm, but it was hard, even with Frissa in his arms. “But you have to realize what a grand opportunity this is. I am not asking you to trust Tinkar or any of the other gods. I am asking you to trust me, which I know that everyone here already does.”

“We trust you only because you are one of us,” said Hazur. “But one thing I have learned in my life is that power changes people, often in bad ways. And I can think of no position with more power than that of the God of Martir.”

“Are you saying that I will go mad with power?” said Carmaz. “Elder, you have to know me better than that.”

“I did not say that you would go mad,” said Hazur. “But I believe you will forget. You will stop thinking of us as your equals. You will come to view us much like the rest of the gods, as minor annoyances who you are under no obligation to aid or protect.”

Carmaz did not know what to say to that. He looked at the other villagers, searching for any who might disagree with Hazur, but none did. Even Frissa was quiet, though that may have been more due to her lack of understanding of what they were talking about more than anything. Saia looked as uncomfortable as Carmaz, but like everyone else, he kept his mouth shut.

Then Hazur turned and walked back toward her hut. The rest of the villagers did as well, until soon the entire village square was empty once more, save for Carmaz, Saia, Frissa, and Tinkar.

Carmaz lowered Frissa back onto the ground. She looked up at him with worry and confusion on her childish features.

“Carmy, are you really going to forget us if you go away?” asked Frissa. She sounded close to tears.

Carmaz smiled, though it felt fake, and mussed her hair. “Of course not, Frissa.”

“But Hazur said—”

“Elders can be wrong sometimes, despite their immense wisdom and experience,” said Carmaz. “Just know that, whether I win or lose the Tournament, I will come back. I will not forget anyone here, even the people who refuse to support me. You can count on that.”

“Okay,” said Frissa in a much happier voice. “But I want you to take this with you before you leave.”

Frissa jammed her hands into the pockets of dress and then pulled out a shiny, solid gold coin that Carmaz had never seen before. She then held it out for him to take, which he did. Turning the coin over, Carmaz saw that it was one of the old Ruwan coins that had been the primary currency of the island nation before its downfall centuries ago.

Carmaz looked down at Frissa again. “Where did you find this?”

“In the jungle when I was out gathering wood for the fire,” said Frissa. “It was shiny and pretty, so I took it. But you can have it. I think you need it more than me.”

Carmaz did not have the heart to tell Frissa that the gold coin was completely worthless, so he simply closed his hand around the coin and said, “I will treasure it always, Frissa. Thank you.”

Frissa gave a great, big smile when he said that. “That makes me happy.”

“Now I think you should go,” said Carmaz, gesturing at the rest of the village. “It's time for Saia and I to leave now. But we will definitely return, no matter what.”

“Okay,” said Frissa. She waved at him and Saia. “Bye Carmy, bye Saia. I hope you both become gods!”

With that, Frissa turned and ran off into the village. Carmaz watched her go, feeling a little better about himself now, knowing that he had at least one supporter here who cared about his success.

“Well ...” said Saia, causing Carmaz to look at him. Saia had his hands in his pockets, looking rather uncomfortable. “That was not how I expected the announcement to go. At all.”

“Think nothing of it, mortals,” said Tinkar, shaking his head. “Few mortals are intelligent enough to see when they will benefit from something like this. Most are so caught up in jealousy and the trivialities of day-to-day life that any possibility of improvement becomes a myth to them that must be shot down at all costs.”

“You knew they would react this way, didn't you?” said Carmaz, looking at Tinkar with disgust. “Why didn't you tell me?”

“As the God of Fate and Time, I have made a point of not interfering with either,” said Tinkar. “I am not like the other gods, who regularly interfere with their domains as they see fit. Fate and time are too fragile to alter without causing devastating consequences for everyone, including the gods.”

“What about the things that my people said to you?” said Carmaz. “When they accused you and the other gods of not caring about us? What did you think about that? Didn't it bother you?”

“You act like I hadn't already known they would say that,” said Tinkar. “Besides, why should I be angry at the truth? Skimif really did fail to improve Ruwa's condition while he reigned. And the rest of us have not done much, either.”

Carmaz's fists shook. “Is that all, then? No apologies for ignoring us? No justifications for your lack of action?”

“Justify? To whom and why?” said Tinkar. “It is not the gods' job to make everything comfortable for you humans. Our job is to watch over the domains that the Powers assigned to us, and to defend Martir when necessary.”

Carmaz didn't say anything to that. He just looked down at Frissa's coin, which was cold in his hand.

“I imagine, then, that your village's rejection of you has caused you to rethink your previous plan for helping Ruwa if you win the Tournament,” said Tinkar.

Carmaz looked up at Tinkar in surprise. “'I imagine'? I thought you knew the actions of every mortal before even they do.”

“Not if you are a godling like yourself,” said Tinkar. “Most of your actions come as a surprise to me. It makes you godlings annoying to deal with, but even gods like myself have our limitations.”

“Well, to answer your question, no,” said Carmaz. He held Frissa's coin up to his chest. “If I win this Tournament, I am still going to use my power to help Ruwa.”

“Despite their obvious lack of support toward you?” said Tinkar, now sounding genuinely surprised. “Why?”

“Because they are still my people and my friends,” said Carmaz. “And I know that if I don't help them, then no one will.”

For once, Tinkar looked at a loss for words. Then he shrugged and said, “I guess you humans still have a few surprises up your sleeve. Anyway, let us leave right away. There is not much time before the Tournament begins and there are still many other godlings to gather before the fateful day.”

“Then take us there, Tinkar,” said Carmaz, gesturing at himself and Saia. “We're both ready to go right away.”

Tinkar nodded. He then snapped his fingers and Ruwa faded away around Carmaz, until he and Saia found themselves standing in the largest city he had ever seen in his life.
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​​Chapter Seven
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One month later ...

Braim Kotogs stood before the massive, domed stadium known as the Stadium of the Gods, looking at it with interest. It was a brand new building, having only just been finished about a week ago. Neither Braim nor any of the other godlings had been allowed to watch its construction while it was in progress. In fact, the godlings had all been separated entirely, kept in their own apartments or inn rooms to avoid meeting each other until the day of the Tournament. The reasoning behind that, according to Alira, was so that the godlings would not be able to formulate strategies to use against each other in the Tournament itself, though Braim thought it was actually because neither Alira nor the gods wanted the godlings to interact with each other unsupervised.

Whatever the case, the Stadium resembled the Temple of the Gods, except its exterior was made of pure gold and its doors were crystalline. It was located on the far west side of the city, on one of the few places on World's End that had been open enough to build on. Even then, Braim knew that the gods had had to tear down a handful of buildings that were already there in order to make room for the large structure.

The Stadium had a huge frieze built above the entrance that displayed the thousands of gods already in existence. It was so intricately made that Braim sometimes wondered if it was just an illusion, as he doubted even the gods could make a frieze so intricate. On either side of the entrance were two stone statues of Alira, flanking the entrance like guards, holding up the Rulebook of the Tournament in their stone hands.

Braim shook his head. He was already pretty late as it was. He had slept-in this morning—despite knowing that today was the first day of the Tournament—and was certain that he was the last godling to arrive, because he had not run into any other humans or aquarians on his way to the Stadium. He had, however, literally run into a rather large, menacing-looking katabans who had threatened to rip out his spine and beat him with it before the katabans realized who Braim was and let him go with his spine intact.

Braim had no idea if there were any consequences for arriving late, though he bet there were. Alira had struck him as a very disciplined, by-the-book kind of woman. She probably did not tolerate tardiness or lateness for any reason. Even if the entire city had been burning down, Alira would likely not have accepted that as a valid excuse for not being on time.

Then again, there was a reason that Braim had woken up later than usual. Ever since his first night on World's End, after that katabans assassin had tried to kill him, Braim had found it almost impossible to sleep through the night anymore. Anytime he heard anything—the scurrying of the mouse, the fluttering of a bird outside his window—his eyes would snap awake and he'd prepare to shoot a spell, only to realize that he was completely alone in his room. Even so, Braim had come to sleep with his wand under his pillow at night, with one hand firmly grasping it at all times. He had cast a few spells to protect his room, but he was not much of a teichomancer and believed that any determined assassin could break in with only a little effort.

As for the identity of the assassin, that was still a mystery to Braim. Jenur, as the Magical Superior, had gone to the gods and informed them of the assassin's attack on Braim, but the gods all claimed ignorance about the attacker and his identity and the identity of his employer.

Nonetheless, the gods had assigned a group of katabans known as the Soldiers of the Gods with the task of locating and arresting the assassin. The Soldiers of the Gods were supposedly some of the best trackers in the world, yet to Braim's knowledge, they had not found even one hint as to the current location or identity of the assassin.

Darek and Jenur had both wanted to stay on World's End to help protect Braim, but the gods had insisted that the two go home because they were not supposed to participate in the Tournament and were not needed here. Besides, the two of them had their own responsibilities anyway and thus could not stay away from their important jobs for very long.

But Braim had kept in contact with both of them, sending them gray ghosts every day to let them know how he was doing. Even so, Braim didn't feel safe about being on World's End by himself and so he went to bed each night figuring that he'd wake up in bed with all eight of the assassin's blades in his chest.

Maybe I shouldn't worry as much, Braim thought, shaking his head. The assassin hasn't even been seen since the night he tried to kill me. He's probably given up. Anyway, I should head into the Stadium now. Hopefully Alira won't be too angry at me for being late like this.

So Braim walked across the street to the massive Stadium doors. He was just about to push them open and enter the building when he heard someone behind him shout, “Wait for us!”

Pausing, Braim looked over his shoulder and saw two young men—both maybe a few years older than Princess Raya, at most—running toward him as fast as they could. Their curly, dark hair and pale skin immediately pegged them as Ruwans, although he could tell that they were not brothers or related in any way. Both wore identical silk tunics, although the taller one wore a green tunic and the shorter one wore a blue tunic. Both tunics had built-in hoods on the back, just like Braim's did.

The two skid to a halt before Braim, panting as if they had just run a mile (and depending on how far they had run, they very well might have run such a length in order to get here). Braim had never seen either of them before, so he had no idea who they were, though he guessed that they were both godlings like himself.

“Looks like I'm not the only one who is going to be late after all,” said Braim, smiling at the two younger godlings. “Slept-in?”

“Even worse,” said the shorter of the two, wiping the sweat off his forehead as he thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “Stupid katabans innkeeper who can't speak Divina tried to get money out of us, even though Tinkar told him that the gods are the ones paying our tab. Idiot tried to swindle us.”

“Yeah, the katabans in this city aren't exactly the most trustworthy, especially the ones who run their own businesses,” said Braim. “Anyway, I don't think we've met before. What are your names?”

“Carmaz Korva,” said the taller one. He nodded at his friend. “And he is Saia Qurea. We're from Ruwa. Ever heard of it?”

“Yeah,” said Braim, nodding. “I actually know someone who grew up on Ruwa. Or, well, I used to know her and only got to know her again recently.”

“Oh,” said Said. “So you went on a long trip or something without communicating with her for a while and only just returned recently?”

Braim cracked a smile. “Something like that.”

“Now that we've introduced ourselves, who are you?” said Carmaz. He glanced at Braim's wand, which was in the wand holster tied to his waist. “A mage?”

Braim noted a surprising bitterness in Carmaz's words when he said that, even though Braim had done nothing to annoy or anger him. He figured that Carmaz was probably not very fond of mages for some reason.

“Yep,” said Braim, nodding. “I'm from North Academy. Ever heard of it?”

“Of course,” said Saia. “It's the most famous magical school in the world. Are you a student there?”

Braim thought about it, shrugged, and said, with a smile, “It's complicated.”

“Okay,” said Carmaz. Then he started and looked at the Stadium. “Almost forgot. We have to enter the Stadium. They're probably starting without us.”

Braim—relieved that he wouldn't have to tell them his name (as he suspected they knew it, seeing as everyone seemed to know it nowadays, even people he had never met before)—nodded and opened the door. He stepped inside, but held the door open for Carmaz and Saia. Once they entered, he closed the door and looked around at their surroundings.

He, Carmaz, and Saia had stepped into the lobby of the Stadium, which was rather wide-open and had lots of standing room. At the end of the lobby were five large steel doors, each one emblazoned with the symbol of the five gods that had been killed, though they were currently closed.

Much to Braim's surprise, however, the lobby was full of people, who were undoubtedly the other ninety-seven godlings. Most of them were human, but there were a fair few aquarians as well, and all of the godlings were talking amongst each other, introducing themselves, speculating about what challenges they would have to undertake, what brackets they would go into, and so on. None of them seemed to notice Braim, Carmaz, and Saia enter, which was fine by Braim, as he was not in the mood to talk to a bunch of strangers about his resurrection.

Even so, just seeing those people caused that dark feeling to creep up his spine again. Braim tried to ignore it, but as always, that feeling sneaked up on him wherever he went. It always became worse when he was with other people or was trying to sleep at night, which explained why it had come back here all of a sudden.

Then Braim heard a familiar shrill voice say, “Hello, Braim!” and a young Carnagian woman, wearing a practical black tunic with the hood down, stepped out of the crowd of godlings. Her hair was in a simpler style, like a ponytail, but she still somehow managed to make herself look fabulous.

Princess Raya walked up to Braim, Carmaz, and Saia with a rather arrogant step, as if they were her peasants that she was graciously allowing in her court. Braim noted how Saia's eyes ran up and down her body, though he didn't dwell on that because the darkness was still trying to cloud his mind.

“Hey, Raya,” said Braim, waving at her as she approached. “Haven't seen you in a while. You look different.”

Raya threw back her hair. “Well, of course I do. I am dressed for success. If I am going to become the Goddess of Martir, then I need to be dressed to take on whatever challenges Alira presents to me. Not that it will be terribly difficult for me, of course, because I know that it is my destiny to win.”

“You sure seem confident, silver spoon,” Carmaz said, causing Raya to look at him (unlike Saia, Carmaz was looking at her face with dislike), “despite the fact that no one here even knows what the challenges in the Tournament will be. Tell me, are you just bragging or do you know something we don't?”

“How do you know I'm a princess?” said Raya in surprise. “I don't recall ever introducing myself to someone as uncouth as you.”

“You're an actual princess?” said Carmaz. He looked at Braim worryingly. “Is she telling the truth or pulling my leg?”

“She's telling the truth,” said Braim. He gestured at Raya. “Beautiful here is Princess Raya, the Princess of Carnag.”

“The one and only,” said Raya. She then put her hands on her hips. “But how could you not have heard of me? Everyone in the Northern Isles, even those who don't live on Carnag or Shika, knows my name, if not my appearance.”

“We're from Ruwa,” said Carmaz. “The only royalty we know of has been dead for at least five hundred years, the rumors of the ghosts in Castle Ruwa notwithstanding. Afraid we don't keep track of international politics very closely.”

“Ruwa?” Raya repeated. “I have never heard of the place. Is it some backwards island somewhere in the west?”

“Friana Archipelago, actually,” said Carmaz, whose tolerance for Raya's rudeness, Braim could see, was growing thinner and thinner every second. “Ever been there?”

“Oh, I visited Friana once on holiday,” said Raya with a bright smile. “Absolutely beautiful weather and geography. Loved the Crystal Mines, though the food was awful and the people ranged from mediocre to rude.”

“Gee, I wonder what it's like to talk with a rude person,” said Carmaz dryly.

“It's awful, I tell you, just awful,” said Raya, shaking her head. “And I am royalty. I just can't imagine how they would have treated me if I was a peasant.”

“Probably worse,” said Carmaz.

“Indeed,” said Raya, “although I've always wondered what it would be like to live life as a peasant. I've sometimes considered putting on some of my rattier clothes and going among the people of Carnag without telling anyone my name, but I think I'd be instantly recognizable no matter what I wore or how I styled my hair.”

“I think your attitude and word choice would give you away more than your face,” said Carmaz. “It is very ... distinctive.”

Raya, as usual, didn't seem to notice Carmaz's implications. “Yes, yes, I agree that I am very unique. Father always tells me that there is no girl like me in the whole world. Even among the princesses of other nations, I am unique. After all, I have learned that I am the only member of royalty among the godlings, aside from that aquarian man named Foroz, who claims to be a descendent of some ancient aquarian king from the Primordia Era or something like that.”

“I suppose that does make you ... unique,” said Carmaz. He looked at Saia. “Right, Saia?”

Saia blinked several times and then looked at Carmaz suddenly, like a dozing student suddenly called on by the teacher to answer a question during a lesson that he had paid no attention to. “What? Yes, I agree that Raya does have a very unique body.”

Carmaz elbowed Saia in the side, causing Saia to say, “I mean, yes, Raya is a unique woman, which includes her body, because the body and mind are one whole that can't be separated from each other.”

“Yes indeed,” said Raya, folding her arms across her chest with a smug smile on her face. “But I don't believe you two have introduced yourselves to me yet. What are your names?”

“I'm Carmaz and I am what you would call a 'godling,' I suppose,” said Carmaz. “And this is Saia, my friend. He's not a godling, but the gods allowed him to come and support me while I'm participating in the Tournament.”

“What?” said Raya, looking at Saia in shock. “The gods sent my parents away and told me I couldn't bring any of my servants to stay with me here. I've had to learn to fend for myself without my servants to dress and feed me. It's been so horrible, and yet they've allowed a commoner like you to bring a friend along who isn't even a godling?”

“Sounds like you have had such a tough life, silver spoon,” said Carmaz. He had completely dropped all pretense of politeness now. “Having to dress and feed yourself. However did you survive a month on your own? I can't imagine what that must have been like.”

“It was the toughest month of my life,” said Raya. She sniffled. “Fortunately, the gods provided me with a katabans servant to attend to some of my needs, but he was so rude and didn't serve me nearly as well as my servants back in Carnag Hall. But I believe that this month on my own has only reinforced my belief that I would make an excellent Goddess of Martir. If I can survive this, then ruling the world should be no problem for me whatsoever.”

Carmaz looked like he was at a loss for words now. Saia, on the other hand, was nodding along, but it was pretty clear, based on the position of his eyes in relation to Raya's body, that he wasn't actually listening to a word that Raya said.

“Anyway, Braim, do you know what bracket you've been put in yet?” said Raya, looking at Braim again. “I know we're not supposed to know until Alira arrives and tells us here, but I wanted to know if the list might have leaked to you.”

“Sorry, beautiful, but I'm just as in the dark about this as you are,” said Braim with a shrug. “I haven't even seen Alira since the day she announced the Tournament. So it's going to be a surprise for me, too, whenever she comes out and announces it.”

“Braim?” Carmaz repeated. He was looking at Braim with curious eyes now. “As in, Braim Kotogs?”

“Braim Kotogs?” Saia said, finally looking away from Raya to look at Braim instead. His mouth gaped. “The man who came back? Is that really you?”

The darkness creeping up Braim's spine almost made him growl at Carmaz and Saia for some reason, but he instead said, in a casual tone of voice, “Yeah, that's me, all right.”

Raya pouted. “Oh, come on. Neither of you have heard of the Princess of Carnag, but somehow you've heard of him?”

“We heard about Braim because a pirate from up north brought back word of him two months ago,” said Carmaz. “I honestly didn't believe the pirate, though, because it sounded like another far-fetched pirate tale to me, but I guess he must have been telling the truth when he spoke of a man who came back from the dead.”

“Yep,” said Braim, nodding. “I really did come back from the dead. Took me thirty years, but I did it.”

“What does being dead feel like?” asked Saia. “Does it hurt?”

Braim shrugged, not sure how to answer the question. “Well, uh—”

He was thankfully spared from having to answer that question when a sudden hush fell over the entire Stadium lobby without warning. All of the godlings, including Braim, then looked up at the ceiling. It felt like some kind of indescribable magical force was drawing their attention to that direction.

Then a portion of the ceiling slid to the side, allowing a thick metal platform to descend from the hole. Upon the platform stood Alira, who looked exactly the same as she had a month before, carrying the thick Tournament Rulebook in her arms. The platform floated over to the front of the lobby, above the five doors, allowing all of the godlings to see her.

“Is that Alira?” Carmaz whispered to Braim, who nodded in confirmation.

“Never seen her before?” Braim whispered back.

“First time,” said Carmaz.

The judge of the Tournament adjusted her glasses and then looked down upon all of the godlings. She said, “Welcome, godlings, to the Stadium of the Gods, where you will spend the majority of your time as participants in the Tournament over the next few months. I am pleased to see that everyone is present and ready to start participating.”

Braim breathed a sigh of relief. So he hadn't been late after all. He had thought that he was, but if Alira was telling the truth, then he had clearly arrived on time. And based on the facial expressions of Carmaz and Saia, they also looked quite relieved that they were not late as well.

As for Raya, she was staring at Alira with such intense concentration that she seemed to have forgotten everything else. Braim had a feeling that he could poke her in the back of the head with his wand and she still wouldn't take her eyes off of Alira.

“For the past month or so, you have all been kept in the dark regarding the finer details of the Tournament,” said Alira. She patted the thick Rulebook in her arms. “Today, however, I will finally explain the basic rules and structure of the Tournament so that everyone here understands what the rules are and how the Tournament works.”

Finally, Braim thought. I've been wondering about this since the Tournament was announced.

Alira flipped open the large Rulebook and then let go of it. But rather than fall to the floor, the Rulebook floated open in midair, as if being held by a large, invisible hand. Alira placed one finger on the page, as if pinpointing the spot where she had left off.

“First, we will start with the structure of the Tournament,” said Alira, in her usual matter-of-fact tone. “The Tournament of the Gods is divided into five brackets, one bracket for each deceased god: Skimif, the God of Martir; Hollech, the God of Deception, Thieves, and Horses; the Spider Goddess, Goddess of Spiders and Sleet; the Avian Goddess, Goddess of Birds; and the Human God, the God of Humans.”

Braim already knew who each of the dead gods were. Nonetheless, he found himself wondering which position he'd get. Because he didn't really want to be in the Tournament, he had no actual preference for any of the positions.

He glanced at Carmaz, who perked up at the mention of Skimif, and Raya, who also had perked up at the mention of that deceased god's position. In fact, Braim thought that most of the godlings in the lobby appeared very interested in Skimif's position, seeing as it was the highest and most prestigious of them all.

“Each bracket will contain twenty godlings, all competing for the position of god of whatever bracket they are assigned to,” Alira continued. “For example, the Skimif Bracket will have twenty individuals competing for the position of God of Martir, as will the other four. And each bracket is further divided into ten sub-brackets, which have two participants each competing against each other in a task that is relevant to the position they are trying to win.

“The winner of each sub-bracket will then move onto the main bracket, where they will compete against the other nine sub-bracket winners for whatever divine position they are competing for. As an example, the Skimif Bracket will have a sub-bracket and the winners of the Skimif Sub-Bracket will then move onto the Skimif Bracket, where they will compete with the other nine Skimif Sub-Bracket winners for the position of God of Martir.”

Braim folded his arms across his chest and looked at Carmaz again. He couldn't read the Ruwan's facial expression due to not knowing him very well, but Carmaz hardly seemed put off by the possibility of so much competition. Raya looked positively giddy, like she thought that this Tournament was going to be a piece of cake.

“The winner of each bracket will then be ascended into godhood, with all of the power and prestige that that title implies,” Alira finished. “To keep things orderly, all sub-bracket and bracket challenges will take place in a specified order over a certain period of time. The exact order and time period for each bracket will be revealed later on, after each godling has been sorted into their own bracket.”

“What about the rules?” asked Carmaz, his voice rather loud in the quiet and open lobby.

Carmaz's question caused all of the other godlings to look at him, while Alira looked almost taken aback by his question. She quickly regained her composure, however, and said, “The what?”

“The rules for the Tournament,” said Carmaz, who didn't seem taken aback by all of the attention from the other godlings. “If this is a competition, it's got to have rules, right?”

“Why yes, of course,” said Alira, though she sounded rather annoyed by his interruption. “I was just about to get to the rules, but thank you for asking. Yes, the rules for this Tournament are rather varied. You do not, however, need to know all of them. I will only cover the ones that will absolutely get you thrown out if you break them. Others may be read on the posters on the lobby walls.”

That was when Braim noticed tons of posters—each full of walls of text—plastered on the lobby walls. He wondered why he hadn't noticed them before, though based on the reactions from the others, he guessed that he wasn't the only one who had somehow failed to notice them. In fact, he was now wondering if the posters might have appeared just as Alira mentioned them. It was a real possibility, after all, given what the gods were capable of doing with their magic.

“The first, and most important, rule is 'Do not murder your competitors,'” said Alira. “It is rather self-explanatory: Killing your fellow godlings will result in an instant disqualification from the Tournament. Not only that, but participants who break this rule will also be locked away deep beneath World's End, where they will receive a terrible punishment from Grinf, the God of Metal, Fire, and Justice, himself for their crime. Accidental killings may be forgiven, but it is still advised that all godlings avoid putting their fellow participants into mortal danger.”

That seemed like a no-brainer to Braim. He certainly had no plans to kill any of his fellow Tournament participants. And he doubted that Carmaz, Raya, or any of the others here had plans to do that, either, though considering how few of the participants he actually knew personally, he couldn't be sure about that.

“The second most important rule is, 'Don't cheat,'” Alira continued. “That, too, is rather self-explanatory. If you are going to prove yourself worthy of godhood, then you must play fairly and by the rules. It is fine to use wit, cunning, and creativity to complete whatever tasks have been placed before you, but you cannot blatantly break the rules and expect to get away with it. Any blatant or willful breaking of the rules is grounds for instant disqualification from the Tournament, though the cheater in this case will simply be sent back home, rather than thrown beneath World's End for all eternity, unless their cheating also broke the first rule.”

Now Braim could see some people—he was looking at Raya when he thought that—cheating. Even so, Braim wondered why anyone would risk cheating if it meant instant disqualification. It seemed rather illogical to him, but he supposed that people didn't always make sense.

“The third most important rule is 'Do not enlist the aid of a god or goddess to help you complete a task,'” said Alira. “That means that you must solve each task on your own. Conversely, no god or goddess is allowed to aid any of you in completing any task, even if they want to. You must earn your godhood by yourself. Like with the second rule, this one is also grounds for instant disqualification and returning the offender home.”

Now there was something Braim could certainly never see himself doing. It would never have even occurred to him to ask for help from one of the other gods or goddesses. He didn't really like most of them anyway, considering how they tended to treat him due to his status as a dead man brought back to life.

“Those are the top three most important rules that every godling should know before entering the Tournament,” said Alira. “As long as you remember to follow these three rules, you should have no trouble in the Tournament at all, aside from whatever troubles the challenges may present to you.”

“Who will judge the Tournament?” Carmaz asked, again drawing the eyes of the other participants toward him.

This time, Alira took his interruption in stride. She gestured at herself and said, “Why, I will, of course. That is the entire purpose of my existence. If I did not judge the Tournament, then I would quite literally have no other reason to live.”

“Okay,” said Carmaz. “And what about people who lose honestly in the sub-brackets and main brackets? What happens to them?”

“They are sent back to their homelands, assuming they lost without cheating,” said Alira. “Any other questions, Carmaz?”

Carmaz shook his head, but Braim could tell that Carmaz was thinking hard about Alira's words. Braim heard nothing strange in Alira's answers, so he decided not to think about them.

“Very well,” said Alira. “With all of that out of the way, I will now distribute these cards to each godling.”

Alira drew a stack of cards from her breast pocket. The cards were shining and silvery in the light. Indeed, from a distance, they looked like they were made out of actual silver. She raised the deck high for everyone to see.

“Upon each card is written the name of each individual godling, along with the bracket they were assigned to,” said Alira. “Some of you may be surprised with the bracket to which you have been assigned, but rest assured that it is no mistake and that you have been assigned to the correct bracket.”

Alira threw the cards into the air. Braim at first thought that that was a stupid thing to do, because the deck was going to get scattered everywhere and it would probably take a long time for all one hundred godlings to find their own card (unless that was the first challenge, in which case the gods really were crazy).

But the deck—rather than scattering into every corner of the room like Braim expected—floated in midair for a moment before each card shot out from the deck one by one. The cards flew all over the room, flying into the hands of each godling to whom they belonged.

Three such cards flew toward Braim, Raya, Carmaz, and Saia. Because Raya was slightly closer to Alira than the others, she got her card first, which she eagerly began reading.

Braim and Carmaz caught theirs at exactly the same time. Saia drew closer to Carmaz to see what his card said, while Braim tilted his head down to look at the tiny, silver card in his hand, which read thus:

BRAIM KOTOGS

BRACKET: SKIMIF BRACKET

Braim turned the card over, wondering if there was more to it than that, but the card was completely blank aside from those words. Even so, Braim sensed a warmth in the card that was not natural. He suspected that it was caused by a spell cast by Alira, probably in order to identify the card's owner.

So Braim turned the card over again to read the words written upon it again. His eyes focused on the second line—BRACKET: SKIMIF BRACKET—and he found himself dreading it greatly.

Damn it, Braim thought, frowning. Probably should have expected it, but damn it.

Then he looked at Carmaz. The Ruwan was squinting at his card with a frown on his face.

“What does yours say?” said Braim.

“I ...” Carmaz scratched the back of his head, looking somewhat embarrassed. “I can't really read it. I never learned how to read.”

The idea that Carmaz was illiterate confused Braim until he recalled that Carmaz was from Ruwa, an island with a rather high rate of illiteracy. He had quite forgotten that, seeing as Carmaz had behaved more like someone who could.

“Let me look at it and I can tell you what it says,” said Braim.

Carmaz still looked embarrassed, but he held out his card for Braim to read. Braim leaned forward and read the card, which had a layout and font similar to his:

CARMAZ KORVA

BRACKET: THE HUMAN GOD BRACKET

“It says you're in the Human God Bracket,” said Braim, pulling back and looking at Carmaz.

Carmaz's face fell. He looked at the card again himself, as did Saia, who was now looking over his shoulder, and he said, “That can't be.”

“It is,” said Braim. “Sorry, man, but that's what it says. Did you want to be in a different bracket or something?”

Carmaz looked at Braim with desperation in his eyes. “What bracket are you in?”
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