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​​Chapter One

There was that darkness again, the darkness that had followed Braim Kotogs, a red-haired, former mage and current participant in the Tournament of the Gods, ever since he had returned to life not long ago. The despairing darkness that he had tried to ignore, that he had successfully ignored for a while, but which had suddenly returned full force a week ago.

Braim rubbed the back of his head, where he felt the darkness, but that did not make it go away. Of course getting rid of it would not be that simple. It never was. He wasn't exactly sure what had gotten rid of it before, but perhaps it had never really been gone at all and he had only been granted a brief reprieve from the darkness for reasons unknown to him.

Braim Kotogs currently stood in the streets of World's End, an island city also known as the Throne of the Gods, which was located on the very edge of Martir. All around him, the busy minor spirits who were the primary inhabitants of the island—known properly as 'katabans'—walked and talked among each other. Some glanced at the strange human being who stood on the sidewalk, but most ignored him, because katabans in general ignored humans unless necessary.

That was okay by Braim. While he was an adventurous man who loved excitement, he didn't like being the center of attention, especially the center of attention of the katabans. Most katabans tended to treat Braim with respect due to his status as a godling, but he still found their ways strange and he was all right with having only the most minimal of contact with them.

Even so, Braim couldn't help but stop in the street when he felt the darkness clawing at the back of his head. It was like a very bad itch, except worse because there was no real way to get rid of it. He remembered what Diog, the God of the Grave, had once told him, that the darkness was a sign that Braim was an unnatural being who should not exist.

That guy was crazy, Braim thought, shaking his head as he stepped out of the way of a katabans couple coming down the street in the direction he was going. Just not sure if he is crazier than the Ghostly God or not.

“Braim!” said a familiar voice behind him, causing Braim to look over his shoulder to see who it was. “Glad to see you!”

It was Malya, a short, middle-aged woman who carried two swords sheathed at her waist. She seemed to be in high spirits today, because she was walking down the street toward him at an unusually fast pace, as if she had very important news to share with him. She was even smiling, which made her look nice and also made Braim wonder just how beautiful she might have been in her younger years.

“Hey, Malya,” said Braim, turning to face her, though he tried not to wince when he felt the pain in his head from the darkness. “How'd you sleep last night?”

“Wonderfully,” said Malya as she stopped in front of Braim. She looked up at the clear sky and sighed. “Doesn't this weather just look great? It reminds me of Friana, except even better. That makes sense, of course, because this island is the home of the gods and all.”

Braim looked up at the snatches of sky visible between the tops of the massive buildings that made up the city. It was indeed very blue, without any clouds in sight. The sun was shining, but to Braim there was something about the sun that seemed a little darker than usual. He even thought he saw something dark slither across it, though he dismissed it as his eyes playing tricks on him.

Looking down at Malya, he said, “Yeah, it is. But what are you doing here? I thought you were already at the Stadium, what with you being in the next sub-bracket challenge and all.”

“I almost overslept,” Malya admitted. She looked quite sheepish, playing with the curls of her hair as she said that. “I was training so hard last night for today's sub-bracket challenge that when I went back to my apartment and laid down on my bed, I immediately fell to sleep. And I probably would have slept through the whole day if the owner of the building hadn't woken me up to let me know that breakfast was ready.”

Braim had to smile at that. “And then Alira would have been pissed. As usual.”

“Oh, I don't want to anger her,” said Malya with a shudder. “She can be very bad when she gets angry. I'm just glad that I've never gotten on her bad side. I just remember how angry she got toward Carmaz last week.”

Braim's smile vanished the instant Malya mentioned Carmaz's name. Instead, it was replaced with a scowl, one Braim didn't really intend to show, but it came out anyway and he didn't bother to hide it. Just the memory of that traitor was enough to make Braim angrier than he ever had been in his life.

Malya, to her credit, seemed to notice, because she said, “Oh, I'm sorry, Braim. I almost forgot about how you feel about Carmaz. I'm just so used to talking about him like he's a friend, but then I remember that he's no longer in the Tournament, which I still find rather sad. He was a good man, or at least I thought he was, anyway.”

Braim forced himself to stop scowling and instead put on a somewhat grudging smile, which was the best he could come up with at the moment. “It's all right. I understand. We all thought Carmaz was a friend. I mean, I did, for sure, but I guess that just goes to show that you can't trust everyone, huh?”

“It sure does,” said Malya.

“Anyway,” said Braim, glancing at the sky again, “why don't we head to the Stadium now? We're going to be late unless we hurry on quick.”

“Oh, of course,” said Malya, nodding. “Lead the way, Braim.”

Braim nodded and soon the two were walking down the street again, though they both walked a bit more quickly than normal in order to ensure that they would make it to the Stadium on time.

As they walked, Braim could not help but think about Carmaz, despite doing his best to avoid thinking about his former friend since he was sent back to his home island a week ago. Braim had always been told that Ruwans were an untrustworthy bunch, but he had never actually believed that until Carmaz went and betrayed him.

He helped the Ghostly God kidnap and torture me, Braim thought. No way am I ever going to forgive that. Not unless I completely lose my mind, anyway.

But from what Braim could tell, most of the other godlings thought of Carmaz's betrayal the way Malya did. They were mostly shocked and unable to understand why he had done it. After all, Carmaz had had a reputation as a kind, heroic, and humble figure, one you could always trust in a tight situation. Braim had especially grown to trust Carmaz after Carmaz saved Alira and several others—including Malya—from the Void, which was not a mean feat by any stretch of the imagination.

Now, however, Braim wanted nothing to do with Carmaz. The last he'd seen of the guy, Carmaz had been escorted away by a couple of Soldiers of the Gods, who had been given orders to return him to Ruwa. And to Braim's knowledge, that was exactly where Carmaz had been taken, was exactly where Carmaz should be, given what he did.

Though if you ask me, he got off a little too easily for all of the crap he put me through, Braim thought. He tried not to scowl because he didn't want to make Malya feel uncomfortable. Grinf should have punished him. I mean, that's a pretty blatant injustice right there if you ask me, helping a crazy god kidnap me for his own insane schemes.

What made Carmaz's betrayal even worse was how it had resulted in Braim losing his magical powers. Braim had assumed that his powers would return to him at some point (despite having been told otherwise by the Ghostly God), but it had been a full week since he had lost his powers and he was still no closer to regaining them than when he had lost them. Every now and then he'd grab his wand and try to cast a spell, only for nothing to happen.

It was so bad that Braim didn't even carry his wand anymore. It was currently back at his room in the inn he was staying at, locked safely within one of the drawers. He felt awkward without it, even though it would have been useless to carry at this point.

Braim had hoped that some of the gods might try to help him regain his magical powers, but so far not a single one of the gods who called World's End their home had approached him on the subject. He wondered why that was until it occurred to him that the gods were doing their best to stay out of the Tournament and that they didn't want to cross Alira, who would most likely get onto them if she thought that they were causing trouble. Or maybe the gods just thought that Braim could handle the Tournament on his own without magic.

Of course, Braim recalled the Ghostly God telling him that not even the gods could grant magical abilities back to mortals. Only the entity known as the Mysterious One—who didn't even exist on the mortal plane—could do that, and right now Braim had no way of contacting the Mysterious One at all. He had hoped that the Mysterious One would contact him, seeing as the Mysterious One had worked with Braim's old master the Arbiter in the past, but Braim had seen no sign of the Mysterious One recently. Braim supposed that the Mysterious One was likely still in the Spirit Lands overseeing things there, but that didn't make Braim feel any better about it.

Can't he just come by for a quick minute and give me my powers back? Braim thought, kicking aside a rock on the street as he and Malya walked past a merchant who was hawking some kind of fancy silverware that he didn't pay any attention to. Would it really kill him to do that? If he's an Almighty One, surely he should be able to do that much, at least.

Thinking about the loss of his magical powers also made Braim think about the Ghostly God, who was at least as responsible as Carmaz for Braim's current predicament. The Ghostly God might be even more responsible, considering it had been he who had come up with the plan to kidnap Braim in the first place.

Last Braim had heard, the Ghostly God had been banished from World's End by Alira for the duration of the Tournament. Alira obviously didn't want any of the gods causing any more trouble in the Tournament, which Braim appreciated, even though he was sure that the Ghostly God would come up with some way to get around his banishment. The deity still hadn't learned all of Braim's secrets, after all, so Braim figured that it was only a matter of time before the Ghostly God tried to kidnap him again.

Well, unless I become the God of Martir, that is, Braim thought. A genuine smile appeared on his face, though it was a crueler one than normal. Then I could dissect him. Or at least threaten to do it to him if he doesn't leave me alone.

That was really the only reason Braim was even bothering to participate in the Tournament at this point. He now understood just how much danger his life was in and how powerless he was to protect himself from others who would harm him. If he won the Tournament and became the God of Martir, then no one would ever be able to harm him again. Prior to the kidnapping, he had only participated in the Tournament because Alira had told him to, but now he was eager to take on whatever challenges showed themselves and win.

And he was willing to do whatever it took to win. This new determination to win actually surprised Braim a bit, but he found that he enjoyed it quite a bit.

“Have you visited Raya recently?” asked Malya, her question snapping Braim out of his thoughts as the two of them turned down a street.

Braim looked at Malya suddenly. “What? Oh, I haven't. Have you?”

“Every day,” said Malya, nodding. “I know that the doctor working on her said that she's going to be fine and that her hand and arm are going to heal, but she just looked so awful when Keeper brought her out of the basement of Anwan's shop. I thought for sure that she would die.”

“So she's doing well, then?” said Braim.

“Better than she was a week ago,” said Malya. “I personally think that she still looks a little pale, but she's got her attitude back and is eating again. The only problem is her hand.”

“The one the Void cut off?” Braim asked as he and Malya stopped briefly to allow two burly katabans hauling a cart between them to pass.

“The new one she got,” said Malya as they resumed walking. “Have you seen it?”

“No,” said Braim, shaking his head. “What's it made out of?”

“Some kind of magical substance that I don't know the name of,” said Malya as they resumed walking. “The doctor told me its name, but it was completely unpronounceable so I didn't catch it. It's bluish-white, though, and quite pretty.”

“You mean they couldn't just use advanced panamancy to reattach Raya's old hand?” asked Braim. “Granted, I'm no panamancer, but I'd think that would be a simple thing for the katabans to do.”

“The doctor said that they would have if she had lost her hand in a normal way,” said Malya. “But the fact that the Void removed it makes fixing it a lot more complicated. Injuries caused by the Void seem a lot more permanent than normal injuries. Even divine magic doesn't seem to work on them, so Raya is having to make do with the fake hand they've given her.”

“How is she doing with it?” asked Braim as they turned down another corner and then went down a steep street. “Is she handling it well?”

“As well as you would expect her to,” said Malya. “She thought it was strange and demanded at first that they remove it, even after they explained to her why they had to do it. But I think she will get used to it eventually.”

“I hope so,” said Braim. “Just a question, but how has Raya handled Carmaz's betrayal and disqualification from the Tournament?”

Malya scratched her chin. “She was extremely distraught, the poor girl. She cursed out Alira and seemed to think that Alira just did that because she doesn't like Carmaz. I tried to explain to Raya that Carmaz actually did break the rules and that his disqualification, while hard, was actually legitimate, but you can guess how she responded to that.”

Braim nodded. “No surprise there. Do you think she'll be at the Stadium as well?”

“Maybe,” said Malya. “I don't know for sure, though, because despite the magical healing she's received, she still seemed to be recovering the last time I saw her. I'm sure she'll be fine in the end, though. She's a lot stronger than she looks.”

“If you say so,” said Braim.

After a few more minutes of walking, the two reached the Stadium, where they found a handful of stragglers entering the Stadium. Among them were Yoji and Tashir, who stood outside of the Stadium arguing about something that Braim only got to hear the very end of, from the sound of it.

“... No, Limitlessness is not sustainable,” said Yoji, who had his arms folded over his chest with an annoyed look on his face. “It is a fact established by centuries of magical research and tradition. Mortal bodies cannot handle Limitlessness for very long.”

“That may be true for some, but there are just as many people who can handle Limitlessness better than others,” said Tashir. “What about Darek Takren? He's supposed to be a Limitless and to my knowledge, he is doing well.”

Braim was surprised to hear them talking about Darek. Darek was a friend of his, one of the few he had, but he had never believed that people outside of North Academy actually knew about him. Then again, Braim supposed it made sense, seeing as Darek was one of the few mages in the world who had achieved the state of Limitlessness, which meant that he had no limit to the amount of magical power he could use. Braim had heard that that was rather uncommon and believed impossible by most mages, though he didn't see what was so impossible about it if Darek could do it.

Of course, thinking about Darek's Limitlessness made him think about his own complete lack of magical ability again. That thought made the darkness in the back of his head even more insistent and painful, but he ignored it as best as he could as he and Malya approached the two arguing mages.

“Hey, guys, what's up?” said Braim as he and Malya stopped before them. “Has the sub-bracket challenge started yet?”

“Greetings, Braim, Malya,” said Tashir, nodding at them both. “But no, the sub-bracket challenge hasn't. Yoji and I had simply gotten caught up in a discussion about Limitlessness.”

“An argument that I am winning, by the way,” said Yoji. “So far, Tashir hasn't made much of a good case against mine.”

“Only because you refuse to look at the facts,” Tashir said, rolling his eyes. He pointed at Braim. “Braim, you know Darek Takren, don't you? The Limitless Mage, right?”

“The Limitless Mage?” Braim repeated. “Is that what they're calling him now?”

“Among us aquarian mages, yes,” said Tashir, nodding. “It was Archmage Yorak who began to call him that, actually. Why? Isn't he known for his Limitlessness among you humans?”

“Frankly, I couldn't say,” said Braim with a shrug. “It's not like I've been back to life long enough to find out what other people call one of my friends.”

“Ah,” said Tashir. “Well, it doesn't matter, because the point is that Darek exists and that his existence proves that Limitlessness is indeed possible.”

Yoji looked quite angry about Tashir's point, but rather than actually refute it, he just threw up his hands into the air and said, “Well, who cares, anyway? We need to go into the Stadium and get ready for the next challenge, anyway. At least Malya does.”

Tashir smirked, but instead of pushing the point, he simply nodded and said, “I agree. I would rather not get on Alira's bad side today, though I have a feeling that she will be short with us anyway.”

“Why?” asked Braim. “Is she in a bad mood today or something?”

“Yes,” said Tashir. “Or rather, she's been in a bad mood all week. I was outside the city walls this morning, training with my sword, when I saw her walking along the beach grumbling under her breath about something.”

“Huh,” said Braim, scratching the side of his head. “Why was she out on the beach? She never struck me as the kind of woman who enjoys long walks on the beach.”

Tashir shrugged. “I do not know. When she saw me, she told me to go train elsewhere because she wanted to be alone. I obeyed her because she seemed likely to kick me out of the Tournament if I refused.”

“So you didn't find out anything about why she wanted you gone?” asked Braim. “Nothing at all?”

“Sadly, I did not,” said Tashir with a sigh. “I tried to ask her, but she did not want to answer any of my questions. But one thing I did notice about her was how she seemed to be waiting for someone, because when I left she began pacing back and forth on the same few feet of sand, looking out to the ocean every now and then like she expected someone to rise out of it.”

“Wonder who she was going to meet,” said Braim. “You don't think she has a boyfriend, do you?”

“If so, then I think Samvan is going to be very disappointed,” said Tashir. “But truly, no. It might have been one of the gods, perhaps Anke, the Goddess of the Sea, but I am not sure.”

“Eh, it's probably not worth worrying about,” said Braim, shaking his head. He gestured at the entrance to the Stadium. “Let's just go inside now, because I don't want to be late.”

“All right,” said Tashir. He frowned. “I forget, which challenge was it again? The Avian Goddess one or the Skimif one?”

“Avian Goddess,” said Malya as the four of them started walking toward the entrance. “So that would be me, though I don't know what the challenge will be.”

“No surprise there,” said Braim as he pushed open the doors and stepped aside to allow the other three to enter after him. “Alira never tells anyone what the challenge will be ahead of time. Kind of annoying if you ask me.”

“But it's worked out so far, hasn't it?” asked Tashir as he, Yoji, and Malya entered the lobby, which was full of the rest of the godlings, who were still talking among each other and did not seem to notice their entrance. “Though I agree that it would be a lot better if she at least gave us a clue ahead of time so we could properly prepare. The challenge I participated in had nothing to do with sword-fighting, so I did a lot of sword training for no reason.”

Braim closed the doors behind them when they all entered and looked at the crowd of godlings standing in the lobby. The crowd was noticeably thinner in comparison to the first day of the Tournament, which Braim realized had to do with the fact that about thirty of the godlings had already been eliminated from the roster so far.

And once these next two challenges are finished, we'll be down to fifty, Braim thought. And I'll hopefully be one of those fifty.

Oddly enough, however, Braim did not see Alira anywhere, even when he looked above the heads of the other godlings at the platform where she usually stood over them. As far as Braim could tell, Alira was nowhere to be seen at all, which troubled him because Alira was never late or absent for any of the sub-bracket challenges.

“Wonder where Alira is,” said Braim. “It's almost time for the next sub-bracket challenge to start, isn't it?”

“It is,” said Malya, nodding. She rubbed her hands together anxiously. “Perhaps she is finalizing the details of the challenge.”

At that moment, Samvan, with his black, shoulder-length hair and dark skin, walked by, causing Tashir to say, “Samvan! Where is Alira?”

Samvan stopped and looked at them and shrugged. “I don't know. That's actually what I've been trying to do is figure out why she isn't here yet. I thought she'd be here already, but I haven't seen her all day and no one else seems to know where she is, either.”

Samvan did sound genuinely worried for Alira, but Braim was not surprised. He had learned that Samvan had a crush on the Judge of the Tournament, which seemed like a very strange thing to him. Sure, Alira was a beautiful woman, but her cold attitude and almost fanatical adherence to the Tournament's rules made her unattractive to Braim.

Different strokes for different folks, I guess, Braim thought.

“This isn't like Alira at all, to be late and to not let us know ahead of time that she will be,” said Samvan. He rubbed the back of his neck and looked back toward the empty stone platform that Alira usually stood upon. “Something must have happened to her, but it can't have been anything serious because I walked past her living quarters on my way down here and I didn't see anything out of the ordinary when I passed.”

“Where does Alira stay, anyway?” said Braim. “I don't remember her ever telling me.”

“In the Temple of the Gods,” said Samvan, looking back at Braim. “She wanted to sleep in the Stadium, but it was not built with a living quarters for individuals, so the gods allowed her to stay at the Temple instead.”

“You sure seem to know a lot about her,” Braim said. “Did she tell you that?”

Samvan looked a little sheepish as he scratched the back of his head. “Well, it's more that I learned that stuff through observation, really, rather than conversation with her.”

Braim understood 'observation' to mean 'stalking' in this case, but before he could say anything, Malya grabbed his arm and said, “Do you feel that?”

Despite Malya's petite form, her hand gripped Braim almost too painfully. He tugged his arm out of her hand, but Malya still looked as serious as ever.

“Feel what?” said Braim. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, of course you can't,” said Malya, shaking her head. “What I mean is that spike of divine energy. You probably can't feel it because you lost your magical powers. Sorry about that.”

Braim looked at Yoji and Tashir. The two of them also looked like they had sensed this 'spike of divine energy,' which Braim did not understand. He felt rather embarrassed that he couldn't feel it, as he was certain that he could have felt it if he had still had his magical powers.

“Yes, I felt it as well,” said Tashir. “But that could only mean that one of the gods is—”

Tashir's words were interrupted by a sudden column of white-hot fire exploding into existence on the platform where Alira usually stood. The sudden appearance of the column of fire caused the crowd of godlings to look up at it in surprise. A handful of the jumpier ones started, including Samvan, who nearly fell on his behind when he landed, and Yoji, who dropped his wand onto the stone floor but hastily picked it up before anyone noticed.

Then the column of fire vanished, revealing that it was not Alira who stood on the platform. Instead, a large, muscular man in golden armor, wielding a massive burning hammer, stood on the platform. He had dark skin, like that of a Carnagian, and golden hair. His eyes were literally flame and he radiated so much heat that even Braim could feel it from all the way on the other side of the lobby.

The newcomer looked down upon them all with a harsh, judgmental frown, like that of a judge looking down at a criminal who was obviously guilty of committing a horrid crime. And despite being on his own, the newcomer looked like he could completely destroy them all if he wanted to.

“Who is that?” Braim asked Malya, though he asked it in a whisper because he didn't want the newcomer to hear him.

“That's Grinf,” said Malya. Her voice was disbelieving. “The God of Justice, Metal, and Fire. And also the patron god of Carnag, if I am not mistaken.”

“What's he doing here?” asked Braim. He gulped. “You don't think he's going to punish us for some law we broke a long time ago, do you?”

Malya shrugged. “I have no idea. Let's listen and find out what he has to say. Maybe he will tell us what happened to Alira.”

Braim nodded and looked back to the god. Braim had heard much about Grinf, as he was one of the more famous gods due to being considered the patron of one of the most powerful nations in the world, but this was the first time he'd seen Grinf in person. It was hard not to stare at the sheer power that Grinf radiated, power so obvious that even Braim could sense it.

Grinf raised his mighty gavel and said, in an authoritative voice that reminded Braim of the eruption of a volcano, “Godlings of Martir, my human name is Grinf, the God of Justice, Metal, and Fire, but my aquarian name is Druom. You may refer to me by either name. It makes no difference to me.”

Braim blinked, but then recalled that humans and aquarians had different names for the gods. It seemed confusing to him, but he decided that it wasn't worth worrying about at the moment. He listened more closely to Grinf as the god continued to speak.

“Now, according to the schedule, the Avian Goddess Sub-Bracket Challenge is due to begin very soon,” said Grinf, who glanced at a clock on the walls. “Therefore, I must ask all Avian Goddess Bracket challengers to—”

A hand shot up from the crowd of godlings, which Braim noticed was from Samvan. The former prison guard was holding up his hand as high as he could, even stepping on tiptoes in an attempt to make sure that Grinf saw his hand. It was rather embarrassing to Braim, but Samvan didn't seem to notice or care what Braim thought.

Grinf, however, did notice, though he didn't look happy about it. Still, he addressed Samvan, saying, “Godling, what do you have to say? I do not tolerate unnecessary interruptions, so your question had better be intelligent or I may not allow you to ask another.”

“Yes, Lord Grinf, I understand,” said Samvan, who still held up his hand. “My question is this: Where is Judge Alira? She is supposed to be the Judge of the Tournament, isn't she? So why isn't she here now? Why are you in her place? I mean no disrespect by this question, Lord Grinf, I just don't understand what is going on here.”

The annoyance on Grinf's face vanished, though the god still didn't look happy. He just said, “That is a wise question. I was going to inform you all later, but I suppose there is no further point in delaying informing you all of what happened to her. Very well: Judge Alira is missing and, until she is found, I am to take her place as the Judge of the Tournament of the Gods.”


​​Chapter Two

Princess Raya Mana, daughter of King Tojas Malock and Queen Hanarova, Princess of Carnag, did not like to look at her new hand. In fact, most of the time she pretended it wasn't even there. She sometimes liked to believe that she hadn't actually lost one of her hands, that it had all been a very scary dream, but every time that illusion would be shattered when she looked over at her hand or unconsciously attempted to grab or touch something with it.

Right now, Raya lay in her bed in her apartment, her right arm—and by extension, her new, artificial hand—underneath the blankets; her other hand was not. Instead, her left hand was holding open a book that the katabans doctor had given her. He had told her that by reading this book every day, it would help speed up the process of healing. He had said that it was an old katabans medical technique that was very popular and effective for healing these types of magical injuries.

But Raya didn't really understand what he meant by that. Raya couldn't even read the words in the book because they were written in another language entirely. The only parts of the book that she understood were the illustrations, but even they were strange, because the artist's style was very abstract, hardly straightforward or understandable, which was her preferred art style.

Still, Raya tried to read the book anyway because it distracted her from her hand. Though she didn't really think of it as her hand. It was more like a foreign appendage that had been forcibly attached to her arm due to the loss of her original hand.

Raya remembered well how the katabans doctor, who had introduced himself as Ilran, had attached her new hand to her arm. He had assured her that it would not be a painful process and had also made some weird quip about how her new hand might help her get out of a sticky situation one day, but when he placed her hand against the stump that was her arm, it had burned as hotly as if she had been set on fire and so she had screamed.

Granted, at the time Raya had just barely recovered from the Void's assault on her, which may have been part of the reason for the pain, but Raya still felt pain from her wrist every now and then. It was a sharp pain, too, and didn't seem to be getting better at all. If anything, Raya believed that the pain was getting worse, because it was getting harder and harder for her to ignore with each and every passing day.

Raya lowered her book just then and, against her will, pulled her artificial hand out from under her blankets. It gleamed silver in the candlelight from her bed and the fingers moved as naturally and easily as the fingers of her left hand. Even so, Raya loathed it and was tempted to rip it off, but she decided against trying it because she was pretty sure that it was stuck on as firmly as her original hand had been, if not more firmly, and besides she had already seen more than enough of her own blood to last a lifetime, so she was not in the mood to see any more ever again.

It is an unnatural abomination, Raya thought, lowering her artificial hand and averting her eyes from it. It is awful. I cannot imagine ever using this voluntarily. I should have rejected the doctor's offer to attach it. Simply awful.

Raya then looked around her room. She was all alone, but she knew that Keeper was somewhere nearby. He wasn't in her room with her, or in her apartment. He had instead returned to the ethereal, where he promised to watch her and keep her safe. He had also said that he was going to go to Carnag to tell her parents about what had happened to her, which both relieved and worried Raya. It relieved her because she believed that her parents would probably send her something nice—maybe a new dress—to make her feel better, but it worried her because she didn't want her parents worried about her well-being, especially when there was nothing they could do about it.

Though Raya was annoyed at how her parents had sent Keeper to protect her without first telling her that. She felt betrayed by their deceit, even though she knew that her parents had only had her best interests at heart. She wanted to go to Carnag and demand that both of them explain why they had refused to tell her about Keeper, but she supposed that she wouldn't get to do that anytime soon, as she doubted Alira would let her or any of the other godlings leave World's End for any reason until the Tournament was over.

Thus, Raya had nothing to do except lie in bed and wait until the doctor said that she was well enough to get up and leave. When that would be, she didn't know, which only added to her frustrations with the world right now.

So bored, Raya thought with a yawn. I've been lying in bed all week. I wish I could have gone to the Stadium and watched the next sub-bracket challenge instead.

But Ilran had told Raya that she needed to stay in her bed. He had said that she had suffered a very traumatic experience and that she needed plenty of bed rest before she could be allowed to walk around the city on her own again. Raya supposed he had a point, because even when she just thought about walking, it made her legs feel shaky and weak.

But my room is just so boring, Raya thought, looking around at her room again. No one to talk to, not even any good men to look at. Just this stupid boring old book that I can't even read.

Raya closed the book and put it back on the nightstand by her bed. She then slumped down in her pillows and blankets, wondering if the next sub-bracket challenge in the Tournament was about to begin or not.

It doesn't really matter, I guess, Raya thought with a sigh. It's not like I am going to get to see it. I wish I could, because that would be infinitely more interesting than lying here in bed all by myself.

Thinking about the Tournament caused Raya's mind to wander over to Carmaz. She scowled at the thought of him, her grip tightening on her blankets in frustration.

Raya didn't know why Carmaz had to go and break the rules like that. She had only learned about his disqualification from the Tournament after he was long gone. By then, it was impossible to argue with Alira and persuade her to change her mind. Not that Raya had tried, because she was still resting in bed and hadn't left her bed since she had been placed on it a week ago.

Even so, Raya knew just how stubborn Alira was. She could imagine the Judge telling her that it didn't matter what she, Raya, thought about her judgment. What mattered, Alira would most likely say, is that Carmaz broke the rules and thus must suffer the same consequences that all rule breakers do.

But Raya thought that Carmaz should have been pardoned for his rule-breaking. According to Malya, Carmaz had been the only member of the group that had attacked Anwan's shop to actually go down into the dark chamber where the Void was and try to save her from Anwan. He had gone down without bringing any of the others with him or even telling them where he had gone.

It was the most heroic thing that Raya had ever heard of anybody doing. Yet rather than be rewarded for it, as he should have been, Carmaz was punished for it by being kicked out of the Tournament.

And it is all because of Braim Kotogs, Raya thought. Because he told Alira that Carmaz had helped the Ghostly God kidnap him. If Braim had kept that information to himself, then Carmaz would still be here with me.

Raya had not seen Braim at all since the battle at Anwan's Tailoring. Braim had not even attempted to visit her, which she was sure was because he didn't want to face her wrath. He was probably feeling very full of himself at the moment, she thought, feeling very proud that he had exposed the actions of someone who had 'broken' the rules. And she hated him for it.

I wonder how Braim would feel if he was disqualified from the Tournament after doing something very heroic, Raya thought. He'd probably be upset then, wouldn't be so proud and full of himself after that.

Unfortunately, Raya was not sure how to get back at Braim for what he did to Carmaz. She considered framing him for breaking one of the rules, but that seemed too risky, because there was always the chance that she would be caught and then kicked out of the Tournament as well. And as much as she loved Carmaz, she wasn't quite ready to give up a chance at godhood just to be with him.

But it would be a lot of fun to do that, Raya thought. I mean, I'm in the running to become the next Goddess of Deception, after all. Why not embrace that role by doing what any self-respecting Goddess of Deception would do in this situation?

Just as Raya began to think about how she would achieve this (and she knew she would do this because she had to, if only for Carmaz's sake), she heard the door to her apartment open and close. The sound made her freeze, especially when she did not hear any footsteps following the opening and closing of the doors. She sat up in bed and listened hard, but did not hear anything else in her little apartment.

“Doctor Ilran?” Raya called, raising her voice to make sure that whoever was on the other side of the door could hear her. “Is that you?”

There was no response. That told Raya that she had either heard nothing at all or perhaps had heard the door to one of the apartments next door open instead. That was possible, seeing as Raya was not the only person in this apartment building, but the opening and closing of the door had sounded like it had come from just outside the door to her room.

There's no way that anyone could even get into my apartment anyway, Raya thought, glancing at the key lying on her nightstand. Only three people on World's End have access to my room: Myself, the apartment owner, and Doctor Ilran. But if it was Ilran who just entered, then he would have announced his presence. He's not exactly the quiet, unassuming type, after all.

The problem now was that Raya still didn't hear anything. That meant that either the person who entered the apartment was standing completely still or was simply moving very silently. Whatever the case, it made Raya feel very uncomfortable, knowing that there was a stranger in her apartment who she could do nothing about.

If this person is going to try and harm me, then I can't even defend myself, Raya thought with a gulp. Keeper might be nearby, but he might also still be back at Carnag explaining to my parents what happened. I wish Carmaz was here to protect me, but I guess I'm on my own for now.

Then Raya heard the sounds of light footsteps making their way to her door. She immediately grabbed the book on her nightstand, as it was the only 'weapon' she currently had access to, and held it close to her chest, ready to throw it as soon as the intruder, whoever he or she was, entered he room. Assuming the intruder was smart at all, throwing the book probably would only delay him a little. Still, it was better than nothing, in her opinion, so she readied her aim, holding her breath to make sure that she didn't make any unnecessary noises that would allow the intruder to hear her before she wanted him to.

Then the doorknob turned. As the door slowly pushed open, Raya lifted up her book, ready to throw it the minute the intruder showed his face in her apartment. She was not, however, prepared for what she saw.

Standing in the doorway was a person she had never seen before. The person was a blonde-haired, pale-skinned woman with violet eyes that pegged her as an Itrijan. She wore gray, ragged-looking mage's robes, with a wand in her right hand. She looked a little bit older than Raya herself, but not by much, although the age lines on her face and the few gray hairs scattered among her blonde hair made her look slightly older than she probably was.

“Ah,” said the woman. Her voice was rather shrill and harsh. “Look what we have here. Princess Raya Mana, Princess of Carnag, I assume?”

Raya, who continued to hold her book up and ready to throw, blinked, but said, “Of course that's who I am. Who are you? You're not one of the godlings.”

“Of course I'm not,” said the woman, shaking her head. She made a face. “I would never want to become a goddess. Sure, that would boost my magical power to heights even I can't imagine, but then I'd be stuck with those divine idiots for the rest of my life. No, I'm much happier as a Limitless mortal, even though everyone and their dog wants me dead.”

“You still haven't answered my question,” Raya pointed out. “Who are you? Are you a heathen, perhaps?”

“You could describe me as such,” said the woman. “Truthfully, though, I prefer to think of myself as a woman who rages against the gods. 'Heathen' implies I am part of some greater social movement to liberate humanity, but I really don't give a damn about liberating anything. I just want revenge, plain and simple.”

“Revenge?” Raya repeated. “Revenge against who?”

“The gods,” said the woman, gesturing at the ceiling. “The ones who have repeatedly treated me as less than because they don't need me anymore. And men, too. Most of the people in my life who've treated me badly are men, though I hate the gods more.”

“What are you doing in my apartment?” asked Raya. “Are you going to harm me?”

“Actually, I'm not,” said the woman, shaking her head. “Instead, I'm here to kidnap you.”

“Kidnap me?” Raya repeated. “What makes you think that I would ever allow you—or anyone else—to kidnap me? I prefer not to be kidnapped, thank you very much.”

“Because you are currently too weak from your recent encounter with the Void to put up too much of a fight,” the woman said. She smiled. “Don't look so shocked. I've done my research. I know all about what's been going on in this little corner of the world now. Well, not everything, but enough to tell me that this is the perfect opportunity to get the revenge I so want.”

“You still haven't told me your name,” said Raya. “What is it?”

“Aorja Kitano,” said the woman. “Recognize it?”

“No,” said Raya, shaking her head. “Should I?”

“You should,” said the woman. “But if you don't, it's not an issue. I don't care if my name is known by spoiled brats like you. All I care about doing is kidnapping you, which I can do even if you don't know who I am.”

Raya didn't trust this Aorja woman one bit. Yet it was pretty clear that there was not much she could do to resist Aorja. After all, she really was rather tired and weak from the Void's attack on her. That meant she was in the perfect condition for a psychotic woman like Aorja to kidnap her and do only the gods know what to her.

But then an idea occurred to Raya, an idea to save herself, and she said, “Oh, I wouldn't kidnap me if I were you, because I have a bodyguard who is very nasty.”

“Bodyguard?” said Aorja. She looked around the room. “I don't see anyone else here, nor did I see anyone in the hallway outside your room.”

“That's because he exists in the ethereal,” Raya said. “He's a massive automaton, bigger than you and me combined, and more than willing to kill anyone who threatens my safety. He'll strike you down the moment you try to harm me and leave you a bloody pulp as a result.”

Aorja almost looked worried for a second, but then she said, “Well, if that was the case, then why didn't he kill me as soon as I entered your room? Is he taking a nap?”

“Because he wanted to lull you into a false sense of security, of course,” said Raya without missing a beat. “The minute you try to touch me, he'll pop out of the ethereal and shoot you dead. He'll shoot you so much that there won't be anything left of you to bury.”

“That's a rather audacious claim,” said Aorja. “But I think you're lying, because if this automaton bodyguard of yours actually existed, then I would be dead already. So no, I don't believe a word you said, but nice try.”

Damn it, Raya thought. She's too smart. Or maybe I need to come up with a better lie.

“So,” said Aorja, “because you are obviously incapable of defending yourself from me, I think I'll knock you out for a bit. That will make you a lot easier to carry out of here.”

“But where are you going to take me and why are you kidnapping me?” asked Raya. “What have I done to you?”

“Nothing,” said Aorja. “Really, I honestly don't give a damn about you. I only need you for the rest of my plan. Otherwise, I wouldn't even look in your direction.”

Raya felt more than a bit offended at the implication that Aorja didn't think she was very important. Of course Raya was important. She was the Princess of Carnag, after all, and on her way to becoming an actual goddess. She thought that that, at least, should be enough to make her important, but Aorja apparently disagreed.

“As for where I am going to take you, are you really that naïve?” said Aorja with a laugh. “That's generally not how kidnappings work. But you'll find out soon enough. So why don't you take a quick nap? I promise to wake you up as soon as we get to where I am taking you.”

Before Raya could argue with Aorja, the mage raised her wand and jabbed it in Raya's direction.

Without warning, Raya suddenly found it impossible to stay awake. She tried to fight her sleepiness, but despite her best efforts, she soon lost all consciousness and drifted into a deep slumber.


​​Chapter Three

Carmaz Korva stood over the fire outside his hut, carefully stoking it every now and then to ensure that it would not go out. He glanced at the dead swamp rat skewered over it, which he had caught about an hour ago. It was going to be his lunch, but first he needed to get the fire to the right temperature in order to properly cook the rodent. He wanted to eat it right away, because it had been hours since his last meal and his stomach growled every now and then to remind him of that.

But even so, Carmaz didn't think he'd enjoy it even if it was cooked to perfection already (which he knew it wasn't). He'd eat it because he had nothing else to eat, but he still remembered the good food he used to eat on World's End. In particular, there was a kind of dark meat that he had been given, which the katabans had called kalack, which had tasted something like squid and butter. It had been his favorite meal there, but he doubted he'd ever have it again.

Standing up from his fire, Carmaz looked around the tiny camp he called home. Even calling it a 'camp' was too kind. He didn't even really have a tent. All he had was a thick, old piece of canvas that he had found washed up on the beach the day after he returned from World's End, plus the few belongings that the people of Conewood, his old hometown, had allowed him to take with him, such as the lock-pick that his grandfather had given him and an old pillow and blankets.

Conewood ... Carmaz shook his head. He should have expected the people to kick him out when he returned. He remembered how they had treated him when he and Saia had announced that they were going to World's End, and now that they knew that he had lost the Tournament (though he had not told them why, mostly because they had not asked), they had kicked him out of the village he had called home for all of his life. And rather violently, too. Carmaz felt the scar on the side of his face from where Barc had slashed at him with a knife, a scar he was sure he was going to carry for the rest of his life.

As a result, Carmaz had had to go deep into the wilderness, away from Conewood and the other villages, into the Swamp of Light, where he had found a tiny clearing that no one seemed to be using. Working hard every day, Carmaz had set up makeshift fences around the area, made mostly of brush and branches from the trees, in order to let any travelers know that it was his little piece of the island, and to keep out any animals that came nearby.

Not that I expect to get any travelers, Carmaz thought as he poked the fire with a stick he carried with him. No doubt news of my failure has reached the other villages on the island. If anyone comes after me, it will probably be a pirate of some sort or maybe a wild animal.

Carmaz didn't feel sorry for himself too much. He had had more than enough time to think about Alira's judgment. He realized that, regardless of his motives, he had broken the rules and that Alira had already warned him and the other godlings that breaking the rules was always grounds for instant disqualification, no questions asked. Carmaz always valued fair play, so he did not blame Alira for making that decision.

What did upset him—at least when he had a few minutes to think about it, which was rare due to how busy he had been over the past week—was the fact that Ruwa's fate was indeed sealed now. His participation in the Tournament of the Gods had been Ruwa's brightest and last hope in centuries, but with his loss, there was no one else in the Tournament to represent Ruwa. Whoever would become the next God of Humans would likely ignore Ruwa, just as the last God of Humans did, and then the next God of Martir would also neglect the Ruwans and leave them to squabble and fight over what scraps were left on their dead island.

Braim might become the next God of Martir, Carmaz thought. And he's not going to treat Ruwa any differently than Skimif had. In fact, he will probably treat it even worse because he will remember how I helped the Ghostly God to kidnap him.

All of this would have been bearable, perhaps, if the Ghostly God's research on Braim had actually bore any fruit. But as far as Carmaz knew, the Ghostly God's research had revealed nothing new about the resurrection process. Saia was dead and would stay dead.

And I betrayed his memory, Carmaz thought, feeling the growing heat of the fire over which he cooked his swamp rat. It was better than the cold rain that had been falling on the trees recently. If Saia knew what I had done, I bet he would be back in Conewood now just like everyone else, disappointed in my sheer stupidity. What a pathetic man I am.

Of course, it was impossible not to think about the Void when he thought about Saia. In particular, he kept seeing the Void's possession of Saia's body in his mind's eye, especially when he slept. It had been a grotesque insult to Saia's memory and had shaken Carmaz far more than anything else he had experienced on World's End. The black skin, the cruel green eyes, the distorted voice ... it had all been perfectly calculated to destroy Carmaz's mental fortitude and make him doubt himself.

If the Void were here right now, I'd stab her in the face, Carmaz thought. Even if she wore Saia's face ... no, not his face. Maybe that was his body, but that wasn't him, not at all. It was a puppet, pure and simple.
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