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When Braim awoke this morning, he realized that he was gripping the handle of the sword that was leaning against the dresser next to his bed. He let go of the sword handle, trying to figure out why and how he had grabbed it during his sleep.

Must have had a bad dream or something, Braim thought. He rubbed his eyes. Doesn't look like anyone is in the room with me, though.

Braim sat up and looked around his room again. It was indeed empty, aside from himself. The shutters on the windows were closed, with tiny rays of light sneaking through the cracks. It was also rather cold this morning due to a cold snap that had swept over World's End last night, causing Braim to shiver as he pulled his blankets more tightly around his body. He wasn't sure how early it was due to the fact that the shutters were closed and he had no clock in his room, but he guessed that he had awoken at his usual time at sunrise.

It was so quiet that Braim considered just sitting there for a while or maybe going back to sleep. After all, despite having gotten a full eight hours of sleep, he was still quite drowsy. He was hungry and thirsty, but not enough to convince him to get up and get dressed.

Just as Braim was about to go back to bed and sleep for a little while longer, he suddenly remembered something important he had to get to this morning. Tashir had asked Braim to come down to Last Beach to do some more sword training at the crack of dawn, and if the weak rays of the sun peeking through the cracks in the shutters meant anything, then dawn was practically here.

Shaking his head, Braim jumped out of bed, threw on his red tunic, combed his hair in the mirror above the sink in his bathroom, splashed some ice cold water on his face to wake himself up, and then was out of his room in a second. He dashed down the hallway to the inn's exit and heard the innkeeper, Mishak, shouting from what sounded like the kitchen area, “Mr. Braim! Would you like some breakfast? Delicious coffee, just the way you like it!”

“No thanks, Mr. Mishak!” Braim shouted back as he grabbed the door and pulled it open. “Got an urgent appointment to keep. No time to eat.”

“Very well,” came Mishak's voice, which sounded disappointed. “Will leave you some food in room for when you return, in case you hungry.”

“Thanks, Mr. Mishak!” Braim shouted, and then he ran out the door, closing it behind himself on the way out.

The air outside was cold and crisp, unusual for World's End, which was usually a warm island due to the fact that it was located so far south. But Braim didn't focus on the cold. He just ran as quickly as he could through the wide-open, largely empty streets of World's End. He found it odd how few katabans were out this morning, but with the sun not high in the sky yet, that was probably because they were still asleep.

In any case, Braim enjoyed the empty streets because that meant there was no one to get in his way or slow him down. Still, he found the empty streets to be little worrisome, as he was used to them being full of katabans going about their daily business. Perhaps that would change as the day progressed ... or maybe it wouldn't, considering how depressed many katabans seemed nowadays.

It's all of the bad news, Braim thought as he rounded a corner, hoping that Tashir would not be too angry at him for being late. Kind of hard to remain upbeat and normal with at least three major threats to Martir currently active.

But Braim pushed those thoughts out of his mind for now in order to focus on the present. He just needed to get to the beach as quickly as he could, because he wasn't sure he'd have time to train for the rest of the day if he was late.

Because Braim ran fast, he reached Last Beach in about ten minutes. By the time he did, he was hot and tired and even sweating, even though Last Beach was even colder than the rest of the city due to the cold wind blowing in from the south. As he expected, Tashir stood on the beach, already swinging his sword around in practice, but curiously enough, Tashir was not alone. Yoji, the young bald mage who was in the same bracket as Raya, was sitting underneath a grove of trees nearby, reading a large, thick book without a title on its cover or spine. The young mage seemed engrossed by the book, but Braim didn't know what was so interesting about it, though he didn't care enough to ask.

As soon as Braim stepped onto the beach, Tashir noticed him and immediately stopped practicing with his sword. Lowering his blade, Tashir walked over to Braim. The aquarian makhimancer didn't look angry at Braim's lateness, but maybe he was just hiding it.

“Braim,” said Tashir, his gurgly accent slightly distorting Braim's name. “I was wondering where you were. Did you forget about our appointment?”

Panting, Braim nodded. “Almost. When I woke up this morning, I'd almost forgotten about it. I had to skip breakfast to get here on time.”

“Skip breakfast?” Tashir repeated. He frowned. “It is never wise to skip meals, Braim. Especially when you are learning to wield a sword, which takes a lot of energy out of you. It is better to train with a full stomach than with an empty one, in other words.”

Braim's stomach growled, like it agreed with Tashir, but Braim ignored it and said, “Nah, it's fine. I can get lunch later or something. I'm ready to train now. I even brought my sword. See?”

Braim lifted up his sword to show it to Tashir. Tashir didn't look like he agreed with Braim skipping breakfast, but then he shrugged and said, “Fine. But don't complain when you find it hard to perform the very basic sword techniques I'm going to teach you.”

“Don't worry, I won't,” said Braim. Then he glanced at Yoji, who was still reading his book. “What's Yoji doing here? Is he trying to learn makhimancy, too?”

“No,” said Tashir, shaking his head. “The Hollech Bracket Challenge is for later in the morning, so Yoji came here to have a quiet place to study in preparation for it.”

Braim looked at Tashir in confusion. “But how does he know what the Hollech Bracket Challenge will be about? Has Alira said anything about it?”

“As usual, no,” said Tashir. “But Yoji explained to me that it will probably have something to do with thievery, deception, and horses, so he has been reading up on all three areas extensively since winning the last sub-bracket challenge three or four weeks ago now.”

“Oh,” said Braim. “What about Raya? She's supposed to be in this challenge, too, right?”

“Yes,” said Tashir, “but I don't know whether she is studying for it or not—I doubt it for obvious reasons—but I have not interacted with Raya much since she and Alira returned, so I am not sure what she is doing.”

“Knowing her, Raya probably expects to win without any effort,” said Braim. He rolled his eyes. “And then she gets insulted when I call her silver spoon. Do all members of royalty lack self-awareness like her or is she special?”

“Not all royalty is as spoiled as Raya,” Tashir said. “Regent Kaserous, the Regent of East Yudra, is well known for her humility. Raya, as far as I can tell, is simply young and foolish, though she seems much more thoughtful ever since her kidnapping.”

“Maybe getting kidnapped by a psychotic prison escapee did her some good,” Braim said, stroking his chin. “Anyway, what about Alira? What's she doing? Has she recovered her magic yet?”

“I don't know,” said Tashir with a shrug. “Last I heard, Alira was trying to get her powers back and has been making a little progress, but whatever the golems did to her must have been severe, as every time I have seen her, she always seems depressed. I believe she will be presiding over the Tournament, however, regardless.”

“Right,” said Braim. “Speaking of the golems, I haven't heard anything about them recently, either. Have the gods taken them out yet?”

“I'm just as in the dark about the golems as you,” Tashir said. “And that is what troubles me. I don't know much about these golems, but it seems to me that the gods should have no trouble destroying creatures that are clearly not their equals. Yet the gods have not announced that the golems have been destroyed.”

“Which means they're still out there,” said Braim. “Yeah, you're right. That is suspicious. The golems can't be that powerful, can they?”

“I doubt it, but there may be other complications that the gods have run into,” said Tashir. “Tamra and the Void, after all, are still active threats.”

The mention of the Void made Braim look to the south. Across the last stretch of sea after World's End was a massive, black wall that seemed to be eating at the sky. It was as solid as a wall, but Braim knew that the Void was an intelligence not to be underestimated. He wondered if she was looking at them now, listening to their every word. He wondered why the Void hadn't simply tried to consume World's End whole now, considering how powerful she was, but maybe the Void feared the gods or had some other reason for not doing it yet.

In any case, Braim didn't want to focus on the Void, so he looked at Tashir again and said, “Right, right, almost forgot about those two. Any news on Tamra? I haven't seen her since she attacked those four gods.”

“None whatsoever,” said Tashir. “It seems like Tamra has vanished into thin air. I have spoken with some of the Soldiers and they said that none of the gods know where she is, though they suspect she is somewhere in the Northern Isles.”

“Well, I hope they stop her soon,” said Braim. He looked up at the sky, which was clear this morning. “The last thing we need is a crazy mortal like her running around stealing the souls of the gods.”

“I'm not sure how she can possibly be a threat to anyone, though,” said Tashir. “You said that she lost her arm when she tried to use the Soul Collector on you, correct?”

Braim winced at the memory, even though it had been about a week ago when that happened. Still, the scene of Tashir lying on the floor screaming in pain as the stump where her arm had been bled profusely had left an impression on Braim's memory that was unlikely to go away anytime soon.

So Braim nodded and said, “Yes, but remember she has the souls of four gods in her body. She might be able to harness their power to heal herself, maybe even make a new arm entirely. No telling what she can do now.”

“I suppose that is possible,” said Tashir. “Anyway, the sun is rising ever higher in the sky. If we're going to practice sword-fighting, then we should get started right away.”

“All right,” said Braim. “That's what I'm here for. Let's get started.”

But then Tashir paused and looked at Braim. He had a questioning look in his eyes, which made Braim a little nervous because Tashir had the head of a shark and so sometimes he looked more intimidating than he intended to.

“What is it?” said Braim. “Did you forget something?”

“No,” said Tashir, shaking his head. “I just wanted to know if you had regained your magical powers yet.”

Braim frowned. He scratched the back of his head. “No. They're still gone. Can't use any spells or anything like that.”

“Oh,” said Tashir. “All right. Just wanted to make sure. Because if you could use magic, then I could have taught you makhimancy. Without magic, however, you can't learn it.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Braim. He folded his arms and looked back toward the city. “I've thought about going to the Ghostly God and demanding that he come up with something he could use to restore my magical power to me, but he's never around because he's technically not allowed to be here. Still, it's frustrating to lack magical powers after you've had them for a while.”

“I cannot imagine how hard that must be,” Tashir said. “No one is born with magical talent and skill, but when you learn it, it becomes such an important—and sometimes even necessary—part of your life. Are you sure you can't relearn it on your own?”

“I've tried,” said Braim. “I've tried several times to cast even the most basic of spells. But whatever that bracelet did to me, it completely took away my ability to do any magic.”

“You mean you can't do any magic at all?” said Yoji.

Braim looked to the right and saw Yoji walking toward them, his large book tucked under his arm. Even though it was early in the morning, Yoji looked wide awake and ready to take on the day, which Braim decided had to do with the fact that Yoji was still quite young and so didn't take as long to wake up as Braim or the other godlings did. He didn't know the mage's exact age, but Yoji seemed to be even younger than Raya.

“Yeah,” said Braim, nodding. “It sucks.”

Yoji stopped a few feet away from them and tapped his chin thoughtfully. “And you've tried to get your magical powers back?”

“Well, not really,” Braim said. He shrugged. “I don't even know how I'm supposed to get them back. I had a friend of mine who lost his magical powers once, but he got them back in a way I can't really replicate.”

Braim expected Yoji to simply nod and say some words of sympathy, but to his surprise, Yoji snapped his fingers and said, “I think I know how to help you get your powers back.”

“You?” said Tashir. He sounded quite skeptical. “What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said,” said Yoji. “I know how to restore a mage's magical power.”

Braim and Tashir exchanged skeptical looks, prompting Yoji to say, “I'm not just saying this. I really do know a way. I read about it in a book once.”

“Well, that certainly is reassuring,” said Braim, looking at Yoji. “I mean, reading something in a book definitely makes it sound more truthful.”

“I will have you know, Braim Kotogs, that I am a prodigy,” said Yoji. He stood up straight, although due to his skinniness that did little to make him look more mature. “When I was ten, I was already performing complex magical spells such as the Elemental Titan Spell and also doing interdisciplinary study in fields as far apart as divination and geomancy. I've debated adults three times my age and beaten them in debates. So I know what I'm talking about, even though I am younger than both of you.”

Braim held up his hands in a pacifying way. “All right, all right, I believe you. But what's this method that will restore my magical power, anyway?”

“It's easier if I show it to you than to tell you about it,” said Yoji. “We can go to my apartment in the city and do it there. Should be safe.”

“But what about Braim's sword training?” said Tashir, gesturing at the sand with his sword. “Isn't that the whole reason he got up this morning?”

“Who cares about learning how to swing a sharp piece of metal around?” said Yoji, waving off Tashir's concerns rather dismissively. “After all, you can learn sword-fighting any old time, but you can't always regain your lost magical abilities.”

“He's got a point there, Tash,” said Braim. “As much as I like learning how to use a sword, if there is any way at all that I can regain my magical powers again—especially in light of recent events—I think I'd rather do that instead. Maybe we can do this sword training later?”

Tashir scowled and looked away. He just shook his head and walked down to the beach away from them without another word. Drawing his sword, he started practicing again, swinging his sword even more ferociously than before.

“Guess that's a no, then,” said Yoji. “Anyway, we don't need him to get your power back. The two of us can do it together. I can assure you of that.”

Braim nodded and followed Yoji back up the beach toward the city. He still looked over his shoulder, however, at Tashir, who he felt bad about abandoning like this after agreeing to train with him. He hoped that Tashir wasn't too angry at him, because the last thing he needed, on top of all of his other problems, was to have one of his only friends too angry at him to even speak with him again.
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Princess Raya Mana, Princess of Carnag and daughter of King Malock and Queen Hanarova, stood outside the door to the room of Judge Alira. She had been standing there for a few minutes already, but those few minutes had seemed like forever to her, probably because she was still groggy from having gotten up so early this morning.

And I look so horrible, too, Raya thought, wincing when she remembered how her hair and face had looked in the mirror this morning. There were no mirrors in the room she stood in to look at, but she was glad for that because she didn't want to look at her own face at the moment. Even after I cleaned up as best as I could, I still look awful, simply awful.

But Raya had had to get up anyway, because the night before she had received a gray ghost from Alira summoning her to Alira's chambers in the morning. Alira had not said exactly what she wished to speak with Raya about, but Raya assumed it had something to do with the Tournament. A part of her hoped that Alira would tell her what the upcoming Hollech Bracket Challenge was going to be about, but knowing how fair Alira was, Raya didn't get her hopes up too much. She looked around the room in which she stood, feeling a little bit bored. She was not normally one to study her surroundings, but she had nothing better to do at the moment.

She stood in a small room, pretty bare and obviously meant only as a place to pass the time before going into Alira's room. A staircase had taken her up here, one that started at the lobby of the Temple of the Gods. It had been a fairly tall staircase, as Alira's room was located well above the streets of World's End, and Raya would have preferred not to walk up it, but it was the only way to get up to Alira's room, so she took it anyway.

Raya leaned against the wall. The only illumination in the room came from a glowing stone embedded in the trim above the door. But the stone's illuminating life did not extend to the staircase, which was still quite shadowy. Now Raya knew that there was nothing in the staircase that could harm her, but seeing the shadows of the staircase reminded her too much of the Void's shadows.

Don't think about the Void, Raya told herself. She looked away from the staircase. Do that and you'll just get anxious.

Of course, it was hard for Raya not to think about the Void, because the Void had killed Keeper. Perhaps killed wasn't the right word, seeing as Keeper had been an automaton, which meant that he technically did not really 'live' in the same way that human beings did. Still, the fact was that Keeper was gone and there wasn't any way to repair him because the pieces of his body had been left behind in the ethereal. Raya had considered going back to the ethereal to gather his parts, but knowing that the Void had taken over the ethereal had made her decide that it would be better for her health not to do that.

Even so, Raya wished that she could. Keeper had been her protector, even if Raya had only been aware of that for a while. Ever since Keeper's death, she had felt far less safe than ever. Perhaps that was because of the Void, the golems, and Tamra, but it was also because she knew that Keeper had been designed by her parents to protect her. Raya had not seen or spoken with her parents at all since Keeper's death, so she didn't know if they knew about his demise. She wished that she could be with her parents anyway, though, because with everything that had happened recently, she wasn't sure if she would ever see her parents again.

I should chin up, Raya told herself. After all, today is the day of the Hollech Bracket Challenge. And if I win—no, when I win, because it is obviously my destiny to win—then I won't have to worry about my personal safety ever again.

Of course, Raya tried not to dwell on the fact that the gods were worrying about their personal safety at the moment. So she instead thought about Carmaz, who she hadn't heard from at all since she and Alira had left Ruwa. She didn't know if he was still alive or not. For that matter, she didn't know if Herune and the Hermit were still alive, either, but she didn't really care about them as much as she cared about Carmaz. She could live with their deaths, but she wasn't sure if she could live with Carmaz's.

I wish the gods would at least tell us if Carmaz is all right, Raya thought. They have been so silent. I guess they just want us to focus on the Tournament, instead of worrying about what's going on in the wider world, but I hate not knowing whether Carmaz is alive or what the golem army is doing or anything like that.

Raya was snapped out of her thoughts when the door to Alira's room opened and Alira stepped out. The Judge looked much the same as she always had, with her glasses showing severe-looking eyes behind them. She wore silver robes, her bald head reflecting the light shining from the top of the doorway. Despite that, she didn't seem quite as powerful as she used to, no doubt due to the fact that the golems had blocked her magic.

“Hi, Alira,” said Raya, waving at her. “How are you?”

Alira looked at Raya with some uncertainty. Then she looked at the staircase and asked, “Did anyone follow you?”

“No,” said Raya, shaking her head. “I'm all alone. Why?”

“I don't want anyone eavesdropping on our conversation,” said Alira. She then stepped back into her room and said, “Please come inside.”

Curious, Raya stepped through the open doorway into Alira's room. As Alira closed the door behind her, Raya looked around at the Judge's room, because this was the first time she had ever been inside it before and so didn't quite know what to expect.

It was a medium-sized room, with a large wooden wardrobe standing against the opposite wall, its doors cracked open slightly, allowing Raya to see other silver robes like the one Alira was currently wearing hanging within. A bed lay on the right side of the room and on the left was a door that seemed to lead into a bathroom, because Raya caught a glimpse of a tub through the partially-opened door, as well as the scent of some kind of orange soap.

The massive Rulebook lay open on a tall wooden podium. The words written on it were in a language Raya couldn't read, but it looked like Alira might have been flipping through the pages at some point. There was a quill and ink pot next to the Rulebook, though Raya didn't see any paper or parchment for Alira to write upon.

Alira walked past Raya to the window. She then pulled the curtains apart, peered out briefly, and then closed them. She turned to face Raya, an odd look on her face that Raya had rarely seen before on Alira's face: Fear.

“What is the problem, Judge?” said Raya. “You still haven't told me why you summoned me. After all, you never summon any godlings to your personal chambers, so I believe it must be something important.”

“You're right,” said Alira, nodding. She took her glasses off her face and wiped them off with her robes. “I don't. I prefer my privacy and have no reason to socialize with you godlings. My whole and only purpose is to judge the participants of the Tournament and determine who will ascend to godhood and who will not. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Raya smiled, though it was a somewhat nervous smile because she didn't quite like Alira's monotonic voice, which contrasted with her fearful expression. “Oh, of course. I mean, that sounds rather boring, in my opinion, but—”

“But today something has been on my mind and I wasn't sure who to talk to,” said Alira. She replaced her glasses over her face and looked at Raya with a frown. “You are the closest thing I have to a friend—more like an acquaintance, really—which is why I summoned you here.”

Now that puzzled Raya. Raya hadn't thought that Alira might think of her that way. Sure, the two of them had escaped Ruwa together, and Raya had even saved Alira's life once, but to Raya that had not meant anything. Of course, since Alira didn't have any friends whatsoever, maybe that explained why she considered Raya her 'acquaintance.'

In any case, Raya said, “Is it something related to the security of World's End? Because if it is, you might want to tell the gods about it.”

“No, nothing quite so serious as that,” said Alira. Then she shrugged. “Well, I mean, it is serious—very serious—to me, but not so serious to anyone else. Except maybe to you, assuming you even care.”

Raya's impression was that Alira was clearly bad at putting her feelings into words. The Judge seemed so hopelessly lost and confused that Raya actually felt sorry for her, even though Alira was probably still a great deal more powerful than Raya was or ever would be (unless Raya won the Tournament, anyway).

So Raya said, in a much gentler tone than she normally used when addressing Alira, “Alira, you sound awfully confused. Why don't you start at the beginning?”

Alira nodded. She rubbed her forehead, looking disturbed. “All right. Do you recall how the Void stabbed me after you and I escaped from the ethereal a week ago?”

“How could I not?” said Raya. “I thought you were going to die. The only reason you survived was because Atikos healed you. And even then, I heard she struggled with that.”

“She did,” said Alira. She touched her chest, where the Void had stabbed her. “Wounds created by the Void are different from wounds created by Martirians. The Void's tendrils cut into your very essence. It is possible to recover and heal, but it still badly wounds no matter what.”

“Of course,” said Raya. “But what does this have to do with your problem? Did Atikos not heal you correctly?”

“Atikos did a fine job, seeing as she is the Goddess of Healing,” said Alira, shaking her head. “The problem, Raya, is ... well, I'm not sure how to say this, but I am dying.”

Raya's hands flew to her mouth in shock. “Dying? Why?”

“I'm not sure,” said Alira. She winced when she touched the spot on her chest where the Void had stabbed her. “But I think the Void must have left part of herself in me when she penetrated me. Atikos healed most of the damage, but she told me that she couldn't remove all of the Void's darkness. I asked her not to tell anyone about that.”

“Why?” said Raya. She stepped forward. “Shouldn't we know if the Judge of the Tournament of the Gods is dying? What if you die in the middle of one of the upcoming Challenges?”

“That would indeed be quite inconvenient,” Alira said. “But I don't want to alarm everyone or create even more stress for the others by telling them that I am dying. Besides, why else do you think I am pushing forward with all of the last Challenges in one day? I don't want to die before the Tournament ends, so I am going to get them all done as quickly as possible.”

“What will happen if you die?” said Raya. “And why are you telling me about this if you didn't want to tell anyone else?”

“Because ...” Alira bit her lower lip. “Because, despite my cool outward appearance, this does weigh heavily on me. Raya, you don't understand. I have no idea what awaits me on the other side. When I die, where will my spirit go? Do I even have one?”

“Why wouldn't you?” said Raya. “I mean, certainly, you can be rather uptight and boring, but you seem as alive as anyone else I've ever known.”

Alira shook her head. She walked over to her bed and sat down in it, sinking her face into her hands at the same time. “But I am not like everyone else you've ever known, Raya. That is the point. I am truly one of a kind. The Powers created me for one task, and one task only. I am not even sure I am supposed to live past that task.”

There was more emotion in Alira's voice than Raya had ever heard in it before. While Raya was no stranger to random emotional outbursts, she didn't quite know how to handle it coming from Alira like this. It wasn't like she knew anything about the Powers or the afterlife, after all, so there wasn't much she could say to assuage Alira's fears of death.

Then an idea occurred to Raya and she said, “Then why don't you talk to Braim? He was dead and came back to life. He could tell you what lies beyond.”

Alira looked up at Raya, annoyance on her features now. “How many times must I say this? I'm not like the rest of you. When you die, you know that you will go to the Spirit Lands or wherever it is that Braim came from, but me? I can't be sure. The Powers did not create me with the intent of letting me live a long life. I may end up like your automaton bodyguard, Keeper, who had no soul and who is likely gone forever now.”

“Don't say that,” said Raya. “You don't know that. Sure, you might be different from the rest of us, but that doesn't mean you won't go to the places that we'll go when we die. I bet you will.”

“You don't know that, either,” said Alira. “I would like to believe that, but the Powers never confirmed that when they created me. They gave me one mission to complete. And, even if the Void was not killing me on the inside, I fear that I would die once I complete that mission, because after that I would have no further purpose in life.”

“Then why are you still judging the Tournament?” said Raya, throwing her hands into the air. “If I were you, I'd say no. Grinf can judge the Tournament, can't he? He did that with the final two sub-bracket challenges, didn't he? Why not have him take your place so you can live?”

“Because I am not selfish,” said Alira. She wiped some tears out of her eyes, which startled Raya, as she had not known that Alira even could shed tears. “And because I am impartial, unlike Grinf or the other gods. They cannot judge the godlings as well or as accurately as I, nor do they know the Rulebook as well as I do. The Tournament could not finish with one of them acting as the Judge in my place.”

“It still seems dumb if you ask me,” said Raya. “I know that the Powers are supposed to be even wiser than the gods, but it seems to me like this is cruel and unnecessary. What good would your death do for the world?”

“The real question, Raya, is what good would my life do for the world after the Tournament ends,” said Alira. She sniffled. “I never told you this, but back on Ruwa, after Carmaz rescued me from the golems, he asked me what I planned to do after the Tournament was over.”

“He did?” said Raya. Jealousy shot through her at the idea of Alira and Carmaz being so close like that, but she tried to hide it so that Alira wouldn't notice. “Well, that's ... that's just like Carmaz. He's a thoughtful guy, which is why I intend to make him my husband after I win the Tournament.”

Alira looked at Raya with a puzzled expression on her face, then shook her head and said, “Anyway, I didn't have a very good answer for Carmaz at the time. And for most of my life—as short as it has been—I've only focused on the present, on what I am supposed to do, without ever asking what comes next.”

“What comes next is what you want to come next,” said Raya. “Isn't it obvious?”

“No, it isn't,” said Alira, shaking her head. “Outside of judging the Tournament, what good could I possibly do for the world, or even for myself? Especially with my magical abilities almost entirely gone. They are returning slowly, but even if they do, it isn't like I know how to use them for anything other than punishing cheaters and rule-breakers. I don't even know what I want for myself.”

Alira sounded like she was completely at the edge of despair. Raya, feeling concerned for Alira despite her normally less-than-positive feelings toward the Judge, walked over and sat down on Alira's bed next to her. She then put one hand on Alira's back, causing Alira to look at her in surprise.

“Alira, it's going to be all right,” said Raya. “I know how bad everything seems at the moment, how awful it all is, but that doesn't mean it has to end badly for you or anyone else.”

“How can you possibly know that?” said Alira. “I am going to die, Raya. It might be because of the Void or it might be because the Powers designed me to expire after I complete my mission, but I am going to die nonetheless. And what is worse is that I know that I have no reason to live, no reason to keep going after the Tournament is finished.”

“Well, I—”

“And I'm not just talking about all of the other problems in the world,” said Alira. She waved her hands in a random direction. “Even if the golems, the Void, and Tamra are defeated, my life will still be meaningless and without direction, assuming it continues past the Tournament. There is no hope for me, at least none that I can see.”

Raya rubbed Alira's back, even though she wasn't at all sure if it would help. “Maybe all that's true, but maybe not. Listen, Alira, I know you and I haven't exactly gotten along that well, what with you assigning me to the bracket that I wanted nothing to do with and me arguing with you about it, but I think that deep down you are a good person and I want to help you.”

“Help me?” said Alira. “How?”

Raya smiled. “Well, assuming you do live past the Tournament and we can remove the Void's darkness in you, then you could come live in Carnag Hall back home.”

“What would I do in a palace like that?” said Alira. She wiped some more tears away from her face. “Waste away the rest of my days, however long that may be?”

Raya shook her head. “No, silly. We can help you figure out what to do with your life. My parents won't object. They're both good people who always strive to help those in need. They wouldn't ever say no to you or anyone else I might bring in.”

Alira's expression was still quite depressed, but she sniffled and said, “Thank you for the kind offer, Raya. It isn't what I expected from you.”

“Why not?” said Raya, not hiding the offense in her voice. “I'm a very generous and kind person. You shouldn't be surprised at this kind offer from me at all.”

“Of course,” said Alira, though Raya thought that the Judge was just humoring her now. “Sorry.”

Then Alira hesitated. There was something in her eyes now that Raya had only seen once before, that same desire from when she and Alira were cornered and almost killed by the Empty followers. It made Raya feel uncomfortable, but she didn't look away because she didn't want to offend Alira.

“Raya ...” Alira seemed to be struggling to find the right words. “There's something ... I need to tell you.”

Raya cocked an eyebrow. “What? More bad news?”

“It's hard to categorize it as 'good' or 'bad,'” said Alira. “It all depends ... depends on your definition of those words, I suppose.”

“Well, just spit it out already,” said Raya. “I'm all—”

Raya didn't get to finish her sentence because Alira interrupted her with a kiss. The Judge's lips locked onto her own, soft and moist. Raya smelled the Judge's odor, which was that same orange soap smell from before. Raya didn't even quite realize what was happening until she realized that Alira was too close for her comfort.

Abruptly, Raya pushed Alira away, breaking her off her kiss. In fact, Raya pushed Alira away so hard that Alira almost fell off the bed, while Raya jumped off and walked away as fast as she could.

“Raya!” Alira called. “Wait, where are you—”

“I'm getting ready for the Tournament,” said Raya. She could still taste Alira's lips on her own, but she didn't look back over her shoulder at the Judge. “Gotta prepare for the Hollech Bracket Challenge, after all. See you there.”

Raya opened the door to Alira's room and was out in an instant, slamming the door shut behind her. Then she dashed down the staircase, feeling confused and disturbed by what just happened and, most importantly, wishing that it had never happened at all.
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​​​Chapter Three
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Carmaz Korva walked through the ruins of what, not more than a few days ago, used to be his hometown of Conewood. It was still early morning, though the sun was rising rapidly and would no doubt be bright enough to see by in just a few hours. Even so, the morning was humid and hot, making him somewhat sweaty, despite wearing a much cooler shirt than he normally did.

Carmaz stopped in front of one ruined hut. Aside from the hole in the roof that appeared to have been created by a golem smashing it in, the hut still stood on its foundation. The door was closed and locked, but because it was made out of weak wood, Carmaz kicked it in with a single blow from his boot and stepped inside to see if there were any survivors.

The hut was dark, though with the first rays of the sun streaming in from the outside, Carmaz could see that it was indeed empty. A table in the center of the one-room hut was buried underneath the remains of the bashed-in roof, but it seemed like whoever had lived here had escaped some time ago.

Carmaz sighed in relief. No corpses. That was probably the best news he'd received in the last week, because it seemed like every destroyed village he went to was full of corpses. Nor were there any golems lying in wait. Not that there ever were, because the golems were a constantly moving army that never stayed in any one place for longer than a day or two, but Carmaz always worried that Stalac or Lady Dia might order some of the golems to stay behind and ambush anyone tracking them down. That hadn't happened yet, but that didn't mean it wouldn't.

Stepping back out of the hut, Carmaz looked around at the village he had spent much of his life in. The town water well in the center was completely destroyed, crushed to pieces, making it impossible to gather water from it anymore. The fishing shack, where the local fishermen kept their fishing supplies, appeared to have been uprooted and thrown into another hut. There was no way to tell if anyone had been inside that hut when the shack had been thrown on it, mostly because the heavy shack had crushed the hut underneath it. Considering Carmaz couldn't see any blood or body parts, he assumed no one had been in it at the time, but he was in no mood to investigate for obvious reasons.

A part of Carmaz just wanted to leave entirely. Herune had warned him that tracking down the golems like this was foolish. He had said that Carmaz should stay with the Hermit and him until the gods came and dealt with the golems, but as far as Carmaz could tell, the gods weren't coming, and in the mean time people were suffering and Carmaz was the only person who could help them.

Or the only person who wants to help them, anyway, Carmaz thought. He shook his head. Focus on the mission. Try to find as many survivors as you can. If possible, give proper burials to the deceased.

That was when Carmaz heard a small girl crying somewhere nearby. He looked in every direction until he located the crying, which was coming from another ruined hut on the other side of the destroyed well. The young girl's cry sounded rather hoarse, like she had been crying for hours, but it was still quite audible. Carmaz wondered why he hadn't heard it when he first entered the village, but quickly forgot about that question, deciding to instead focus on rescuing the little girl, whoever she was, and finding out if she knew about the locations of any other survivors from the attack.

The door on this hut had been knocked in and the left wall had fallen, but the girl's cry continued unabated, which told Carmaz that this girl was probably not badly injured, just scared.

“Hello?” Carmaz called out when he reached the bashed-in door. “Can you hear me? I'm a friend. Not one of the golems.”

The girl's crying stopped immediately. Then a small and scared, but familiar, voice said, “Carmy?”

Carmaz recognized the pet name and voice immediately. A sense of dread filled him, however, because of what that meant. Nonetheless, he said, in a strong voice, “Yes, Frissa, it's me. Stay where you are. I'm going to get you out of there, all right? Just hang on and you'll be safe.”

“O-Okay,” came Frissa's small voice. “I'm scared ... Big rocks attacked ...”

“I know,” said Carmaz. “Just hang in there for just a little while longer, all right?”

Carmaz grabbed the door and pulled as hard as he could. Because it had been punched in, the door was hard to remove, but Carmaz kept putting all of his strength into pulling open the door. Eventually, he succeeded, pulling the broken door out of the doorway and leaning it against the hut's outer walls. He then stepped into the hut and blinked.

Like the other hut, this one was small and smelled like mud. It was partially exposed to the elements due to the collapsed wall, but that didn't matter to Carmaz, because he soon spotted Frissa—a young girl with dark, innocent eyes and curly black hair—hiding underneath a table. She started when she saw him, but even though Frissa knew him, she did not come out from under the table to greet him.

“Hey, Frissa,” said Carmaz. He smiled, hoping that that would be enough to calm her down. “It's me, Carmy. Are you hurt?”

Frissa still didn't move an inch from her hiding place. Carmaz noticed she was gripping a knife in her tiny hands. “Are the rocks gone?”

“The rocks?” Carmaz repeated.

“Walking rocks,” Frissa said. She stumbled over the words, likely due to the fear in her mind. “The ones that smashed everything and killed everyone.”

“Oh,” said Carmaz. “You mean the golems. Yes, they're gone. They are long gone. I don't know where they went, but I know that they are nowhere near this place and probably won't return anytime soon.”

Frissa sniffled, but then ran out from under the table and slammed into Carmaz's legs. She wrapped her small arms around his legs and immediately started crying. She even dropped her knife, though Carmaz didn't pay attention to that.

He just scooped her up into his arms and let her rest her head on his shoulder, patting her on the back and saying, in a soothing voice, “There, there, Frissa, it's going to be all right. I'm here to protect you from the walking rocks.”

Thankfully, Frissa stopped crying, but she continued to sniffle and hiccup. Her small hands gripped his body hard, much harder than he had expected from a little girl her size, but he didn't mind because that meant she trusted him, something he worried had been shattered ever since his exile from Conewood after he was kicked out of the Tournament.

“Everyone's ... gone,” said Frissa. Her voice was small and hard to understand due to her hiccups and sniffles, but Carmaz understood it anyway. “Hazur ... Barc ... all of them are ...”

Frissa broke down into sobbing again, causing Carmaz to pat her on the back and say, “It's all right, it's all right. I'm going to get you to somewhere safe, okay? I have some friends who will protect and take care of you. But first, I want to see if we can find any other survivors.”

“There aren't any survivors,” Frissa said. She sniffled. “The walking rocks killed everyone.”

Carmaz had a feeling that Frissa was telling the truth, but he said, “Well, maybe you don't know that. We'll just do a quick search of the ruins, and if we can't find anyone, we'll leave, okay?”

Frissa sniffled. “Okay.”

So Carmaz turned around and stepped out of the hut back into the humid early morning air, Frissa in his arms. As soon as Carmaz did that, however, he heard movement behind him and looked up over his shoulder just in time to see a massive stone hammer falling down on the hut.

Alarmed, Carmaz jumped forward, causing Frissa to scream, as the hammer crashed down on the ruined hut. Hitting the ground, Carmaz rolled back to his feet, protecting Frissa with his body, and then looked back in the direction of the hut to see what had caused that.

Standing behind the now-completely destroyed hut was one of the golems. This one, however, was different from the golems Carmaz had seen before. It was far more humanoid, with a somewhat human face and five-fingered hands that probably weighed more than he did. The golem carried a gigantic stone hammer—the head of which was twice as tall as Carmaz—in its hands, a hammer which was currently resting on the ruins of what had once been the hut they had been standing in moments before.

The golem lifted its hammer off the ruins of the hut and stared at Carmaz and Frissa. Its eyes were stony and dead, much like the eyes of the rest of the golems, but Carmaz figured that it was probably angry at him for dodging its attack. Carmaz, of course, had only dodged it because he was pretty sure that he had Dranyx's luck, but that didn't matter to him at the moment because the golem took one step toward them. Its massive foot crushed the ruins of the hut as the golem lumbered toward them slowly but menacingly.

But Carmaz was not going to stand around and wait for the golem to kill him. He stood up, turned around, and ran as fast as he was able, never looking back even once, with Frissa now crying openly and freely again.

Carmaz heard the pounding footsteps of the golem behind him as it ran after them. That made Carmaz run even faster, his eyes on the Swamp surrounding the village. He figured that if he could make it into the mess of trees, bushes, vines, and mud outside the village, then Frissa and he would be safe.

But as Carmaz headed for the Swamp, something rose from the Swamp's water. Carmaz skidded to a stop, looking at the thing that rose from the Swamp like a demon from the depths of the underworld. Water and mud rolled off its form, until the monster now stood to its full height, revealing that it was another golem, one of the golems that Carmaz had seen before. Like the others, it had a sword hand and a saw hand, which it raised above its head as Carmaz and the crying Frissa drew closer.

Skidding to a stop, Carmaz ran to the right, away from both golems, in the direction that seemed free of golems. But then two hands burst out from the earth in front of Carmaz's path, again forcing him to stop as something pulled itself out of the earth.

This creature was nowhere near as bulky or huge as the golems, but its stone skin pegged it as one of them. But it was incredibly thin, much thinner than any golem Carmaz had seen before, and small, maybe about a head shorter than Carmaz was. Its joints cracked as it rose from the ground, pulling itself out inch by inch. Its face was monstrous, with short blunt teeth and blank eyes. It looked more like a corpse rising from the grave than a golem.

Carmaz backed up as quickly as he could, while also glancing to the left and to the right. The golem wielding the hammer was coming from the right, while the one that had risen from the Swamp was coming from the left. That left only one direction open, the one directly behind Carmaz, so he turned around, with Frissa still crying, and dashed in that direction, again moving as fast as he could.

But he only made it a couple dozen yards before a stone drill burst through the ground before him. Once more coming to a stop, Carmaz looked as yet another golem—this one closer in size to the skinny one, although much bulkier—emerged from the earth. It was vaguely humanoid, though it had no real head to speak of and its right hand was a stone drill that looked quite capable of tearing through Carmaz's chest and ending his life.

And once again, Carmaz had to back up, only this time he realized that he was trapped between the four golems. They had cut off all possible avenues of escape. Carmaz looked around again just to make sure he wasn't overlooking any possible escape routes, but when he saw that he was indeed stuck, he almost despaired, because he knew that he couldn't defeat all four of these golems on his own, especially while protecting Frissa at the same time.

“C-Carmy?” said Frissa. She had stopped crying now, though she sniffled every now and then. “Are the rocks going to squish us?”

“No, no, Frissa, they won't,” said Carmaz, although every word that came from his mouth sounded like a lie even to him. “Of course they won't. We'll get out of this situation alive and well, so don't worry, okay? I'll figure it out. Just take it easy right now.”

“O-Okay,” said Frissa. She squeaked when the golem wielding the hammer made the earth tremble slightly with a particularly loud stomp of its foot, gripping Carmaz so tightly that her tiny finger nails bit into his skin.

But Carmaz ignored that. He looked around, forcing himself to think fast, desperately trying to figure out how to get out of this situation alive. He wished that Herune and the Hermit were with him, but the two mages had stayed behind in the Sanctuary and didn't know about Carmaz's current predicament. Nor did he have any way of contacting them, either, which seemed like a really dumb thing now that Carmaz thought about it.

Carmaz's mind raced as the four golems slowly moved in on Frissa and him. Frissa whimpered, but she must have trusted him more than he thought, because she didn't utter a word. That reassured Carmaz greatly, but it still didn't help him figure out how to save both of their lives.

Think, Carmaz, think, Carmaz thought, glancing at the skinny golem, which walked with strange and unnatural movements like a puppet. There has got to be some way out of this. You can't die, not yet, not when Ruwa needs you.
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