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      Prologue


      Rain poured. The sky cracked with thunder, weeping from horizon to horizon.


      “No! It can’t be! How could this happen?!”


      The heavens roiled, the earth shuddered, the wind moaned. All the world conspired to drown out the boy’s wails, but still he screamed into the turmoil.


      “Why?! How?! Why did it have to be you?!”


      His voice did not prevail. It vanished into nothingness, snatched away by the wind and battered by the rain.


      The howling gale and torrential deluge ravaged his body like poison, sapping the warmth from his flesh. In time, his breath turned white and his face grew pale with cold. A chill swathed the land like it had been locked in ice—and so it was only natural that the warmth of the woman in his arms also began to ebb away.


      “Stop it, please. Leave her alone...”


      The sky sneered at his pleas, scattering them with driving rain. Great droplets poured down on her, freezing and pitiless.


      “Rey... Come on, Rey, open your eyes. Please...let me hear your voice again.”


      There were many other things he wanted to say. If only he had kept a cooler head, if only he had been more rational... There were a thousand excuses he could have made. But with the flame of her life guttering before him, his mind went blank.


      “Why did this have to happen?! Why does she have to die?!”


      Even knowing his efforts were futile, he drew her close as though trying to bind her soul to her body. Like a child clinging to a departing mother, he buried his face in her chest and unleashed a wordless howl.


      “Someone...anyone...help me, please...”


      There was nobody to answer, and yet he prayed all the same.


      “I’ll do anything... Please...”


      There was nobody to hear, and yet he begged all the same.


      “Save her! I’ll do anything!”


      There was nobody to lend their aid, and yet he pleaded all the same.


      “I know! The Spirit King! You could do it! You’re watching, aren’t you?! You have to save her! How hard can it be for you to stop one soul from passing on?!”


      But the moment he looked up at the sky, he knew no miracle was coming. Thick, black clouds swirled in the heavens, a raging, growing storm. As if by contrast, the movement of the woman’s chest became shallower and shallower, her breath growing faint as the rain washed her blood away. Lightning cracked, illuminating the boy’s despair-stricken face, bringing it into sharp relief.


      “No! No, no, no!”


      Screams split his throat. Ragged breaths clogged his windpipe. Sobs wracked his lungs.


      “Ahh... Aaaaaahhh!”


      He had pledged his life to her, and the vow now broke his heart. He had sworn to save her, no matter the cost, and that vow now shattered his soul. Faced with an unacceptable reality, an indescribable truth, he screamed in denial of it all.


      “Aaaaaaaaahhh!!!”


      On that day, his heart—his soul—died.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The King in Baum


      “Good morning, my lord,” said a smooth voice.


      Hiro leaped out of bed before he had even opened his eyes. Not a moment later, his eardrums shook with a thunderous crash. An impact shuddered through him, violent enough to shake him to the core.


      “Curses,” the voice growled.


      Hiro did not hear. The blast had sent him tumbling across the floor.


      “Ngh!”


      He grunted as his head smacked into the wall. At last, he came to rest. Only then, lying sprawled on the floor, did he open his eyes. His irises—one gold, the other black—registered a dead-eyed woman standing a short distance away, an enormous warhammer in her hands.


      “You again...” He pulled himself up into a sitting position, rubbing his head, and regarded her incredulously through the rising dust.


      She showed not an ounce of remorse, standing over him with folded arms. “I see your reflexes have not dulled.” Behind her, the bed lay in splinters.


      Hiro heaved a sigh and got to his feet. “It’s been two years. I’d have thought you’d have given up by now.”


      “‘You may attempt to take my life at any time.’ That, I believe, was the condition you offered me.” Every syllable oozed hostility. She was guarded as a cat and just as keen for him to know that she would never be his friend.


      “I suppose I did say that.” Hiro had come to terms with their fractious relationship. After everything the woman had been through, it was understandable. Still, he reserved the right to complain about his lost sleep. “I wish you wouldn’t keep trying every morning, though. I need to rest sometime.”


      He reached out for his splintered bed stand, groping for his mask, but she kicked him away.


      “What was that for?”


      “I thought I would show you the way to your mask.” She didn’t even blink.


      “Funny way of doing it.” With a strained smile, he picked the mask up from where it had come to rest beneath the windowsill. “It’s a nice day today. Shame my morning isn’t as relaxing as it could have been.”


      The sky beyond the window was a deep sea blue. A flock of birds swam gracefully across its canvas, heading east, then west, bound eventually across the sea. They flew free of cares or obstacles, as if mocking the people confined to the ground below, flying as their whims took them, no doubt headed for lands unknown.


      It was the twentieth day of the fifth month of Imperial Year 1026.


      After parting ways with the Grantzian Empire two years prior, Hiro had taken refuge in Baum, a small nation to the east of Soleil. Now he lived in its only city, a medium-sized city called Natua. He had taken up residence in the temple known as Frieden, the Spirit King’s Sanctum, in the room he had once shared with Liz.


      “Return Igel and I will be gone,” the woman said.


      Her name was Luka Mammon du Vulpes, and she was the former commander of the armies of Vulpes, one of the nations that made up the state of Six Kingdoms on the continent’s western edge. Two years ago, her younger brother had been killed in battle during their invasion of the empire, and she had laid waste to its western territories in a vengeful rage until finally meeting her match in Liz. Now her hatred simmered in her belly, deprived of any outlet. Hiro had made use of that to recruit her to his cause, but as the one who had killed her brother in the first place, he was not exempt from her wrath. She had made an attempt on his life every day, without fail, for two years straight.


      “I suppose I did say you’re welcome to kill me and steal him back.” Still, he had not expected that one invitation to lead to constant murder attempts. With a rueful grin, he brushed the dust from his white mantle and strode up to Luka. “Don’t worry. I’ll give you back his arm when the time is right. I did promise that I’d give you hope.”


      He leaned close enough for their noses to touch and flashed her a smile, but her expression didn’t budge an inch. If anything, her glare bored into him more fiercely.


      “But until then, I’ll need you to follow orders. That was part of our agreement. Do I have your understanding?”


      Luka’s eyes flashed. “I have no need of a reminder. Have I not followed your orders to the letter all this time?”


      “And I’m grateful for it. Long may our partnership continue.”


      He clapped her on the shoulder and fixed the mask to his face with a practiced motion. Luka dismissed her giant warhammer—Vajra of the Five Dharmic Blades, forged by the Faerie King.


      “Now, then,” Hiro said. “I assume you’re here for more than just another attempt on my life?”


      He regarded her afresh. She was beautiful as only royalty could be. However, her entire left side was swathed in hideous burns, and she had lost her left arm in battle with Hiro two years prior. In that sense, it was hardly surprising that she tried to take vengeance on him every chance she got. Unfortunately for her, she was yet to deal him so much as a scratch.


      “Very little else. But yes, I carry a message from the knight-priestesses. Ambassadors continue to arrive, bearing ever more goodwill. They request your presence in the king’s chamber.”


      Barbed as her tone was, she relayed her message as she had been bidden. She was a dutiful woman, despite appearances. In the two years she had been in Hiro’s service, she had followed his orders faithfully.


      “More ambassadors? Let Garda deal with them. Where is he, anyway?”


      Shortly after his return to the world of Aletia, Hiro had encountered a zlosta named Garda Meteor. They had met as foes in the Duchy of Lichtein to the empire’s south. After a fierce battle, Hiro had prevailed, but he had seen value in leaving his foe alive. Garda, too, stood to benefit from joining forces, and they had become allies.


      After Hiro abandoned the title of Fourth Prince and reassumed the name of Surtr, Garda had continued to serve him and now resided with him in Baum. With the Kingdom of Lebering so close, the zlosta had judged that there was no need to hide his heritage. Now he displayed his people’s distinctive purple skin proudly as he dealt with other nations in his capacity as the king’s counsel.


      “He is scouting the nearby villages. The local monsters have been restless of late, and the commonfolk have petitioned us repeatedly to cull their numbers.”


      “No Garda? Then there’s nothing for it; I’ll deal with them myself.”


      In principle, Hiro could have delegated the task to Luka, but as she was from Vulpes and technically a deserter, leaving her to handle diplomacy would risk causing an incident. The other options were Huginn and Muninn, but the siblings were hardly trained in formal etiquette and their presence would likely cause offense. No, if he wanted to avoid needless friction, he would have to do it himself.


      I could leave it to the archpriestess, I suppose, but I shouldn’t bother her with something so petty.


      With a sigh of resignation, he set off for the door, Luka falling in after him. After a few paces, he began to sense a distinctly lethal intent emanating from behind him. She was clearly hoping that he would show her an opening.


      “Would you mind going first? If we start fighting in the corridor, I’m going to be late.” He opened the door, indicating with a thrust of his chin for her to step ahead.


      Luka heaved a deep sigh. “Does the great Lord Surtr wish to gaze at my behind as I walk? If the people heard of this, they would despair.” Her shoes clacked as she stalked ahead, resigning herself to leading the way. “Stay close. The corridors of Frieden are a labyrinth.”


      “I’m aware. It has been two years, you know.” With a shrug, Hiro set out after her. Knight-priestesses bowed their heads as he passed.


      Besides, I’ve lived here before. Short as my stay was back then.


      The floor was paved with flagstones, and their footsteps echoed easily in the silence of the bleached-white corridors. Hiro narrowed his eyes against the sunlight streaming between the pillars. His mind began to wander as he gazed at the well-tended flower beds.


      I never thought I’d end up becoming king of this land a second time.


      Baum had only ever had one king—when Hiro founded it a thousand years ago. Its young monarch had only sat the throne for a short time. Following Hiro’s abdication, the throne had stood empty, and the duties of ruling were taken over by his patron, the second archpriestess.


      Baum should never have survived. It’s only thanks to the archpriestesses that it still exists today.


      Whether they had prophesied that he would need it again, there was no way to know, but regardless of their intentions in keeping the nation alive, the people they shepherded had complicated feelings about Hiro’s return. Some had greeted his ascension with discontent and dissatisfaction, others with celebration and cheering, but even the peaceful people of Baum harbored some worries for their future.


      I’ve shown them that there’s some advantage in having the Crow Legion around to take care of monsters, but if the sparks start to blow their way, they won’t be able to turn a blind eye. I suppose we’ll see how much we’ve ingratiated ourselves when the time comes.


      He continued on, musing as he walked. At last, they left the white corridors behind and came to an open garden. The wide space boasted a semicircular fountain and colorful flower beds in full bloom, and the trees were a verdant green. It showed signs of being maintained, but it had been many years since this place had served its original purpose; it had last been used one thousand years ago, when Hiro had resolved to leave Aletia behind. Although created to entertain dignitaries visiting from other nations, it presently served no political purpose, instead being used by the knight-priestesses, trainees, and archpriestess herself as a place of respite.


      He proceeded along a path lined with flowers of all kinds until he came to another passage not unlike the one he had left. Before him loomed an aged wooden door, noticeably larger than any of the other rooms. A Knight of the Spirits stood on either side, their faces concealed by helmets. They lowered their heads silently as he approached.


      Luka turned to face him. “You must continue on your own. I will be waiting in one of the nearby chambers.”


      “That’s strange. Usually, you follow me everywhere. You can join me if you like. I’ll handle the business myself.”


      Entertaining ambassadors sounded lofty, but all it actually entailed was exchanging greetings and offering some banal pleasantries. Nothing important was going to be discussed, so there would be no issue with Luka’s presence. Still, she shook her head, a sour expression on her face.


      “Will you truly be so lost in my absence? Like a babe in the cradle...or so I would jest if the people beyond that door did not hail from the Vanir Triumvirate. The danger that they would know me is too great. I am considered a deserter, for all the choice you gave me in the matter. You would risk provoking a diplomatic incident.”


      “All right, you’ve made your point. Still, the Vanir Triumvirate, hm? That’s a rare pleasure.”


      The Vanir Triumvirate was a trio of nations located to the west, south of Six Kingdoms: the Vanaheim Theocracy, the Knightdom of Nala, and the Monastic Order of Kwasir. The Vanaheim Theocracy was a society ruled by álfar, who venerated the Faerie King, and as the Knightdom of Nala and the Monastic Order of Kwasir had been founded by exalted subjects of its Holy Emperor, the three nations shared a firm alliance. Faerie worship was particularly strong there, in part because of its proximity to the álfen holy land that was the western continent. Six Kingdoms lay firmly in the scope of its cultural influence, and conversions and pogroms were rapidly proliferating within its borders. It was suspected that the invasion of two years prior had been prompted by the Vanir Triumvirate, although the truth was yet uncertain.


      “I wonder what they’re doing coming all the way to another religion’s spiritual center. Do you suppose they’re trying to convert us? Or are faerie worshippers just that reckless?”


      Coming here would have been no easy road. They would have had to cross the entire Grantzian Empire, and if they had been spotted by any of the imperial soldiers who were particularly zealous spirit worshippers, they might easily have been detained. The two faiths might have once joined hands to defeat their common enemy, the zlosta, but the rift that had formed between them one thousand years ago had only widened since.


      Luka snorted. “As if you did not know. They come to scoff. They see that the von Grantz dynasty is crumbling, they hear that spirit worship is foundering, and amid all these premonitions of destruction, a small nation installs a new king. They have come to pay their respects, twisted as they are.”


      Hiro privately marveled that she could fit so much scorn into one answer, but he knew that if he drew attention to it, she would only spit more venom. Best to ignore it or he would risk starting an argument.


      “It sounds like a thousand years hasn’t done much to ease their grudge.”


      “A thousand years ago may be the distant past for humans, but it is a trifling amount of time for the álfar. My own grandparents were there for the rift, and they told me more stories of that time than I care to count.”


      The split between álfar and humans had come one thousand years ago in the midst of the war with the zlosta. A human nobleman had become besotted with an álfen woman of royal blood and stolen her away. Naturally, the álfar had been outraged. When Artheus heard what had transpired, he had recovered the woman, but that had not been enough to sate her people’s anger. The álfar had invaded the nobleman’s lands, razed his villages, and executed those responsible. That had earned the humans’ ire, and what had begun as a spark soon threatened to explode into all-out war. While Artheus organized diplomatic talks between the two peoples and eventually issued a formal apology, their friendship had been permanently marred, and although conflict between them was successfully averted, the álfar had withdrawn their troops from the war effort and returned to their lands. Hiro had been on the front lines at the time, but he had heard about what had transpired through reports.


      And the discrimination they’ve experienced over the past thousand years hasn’t done much for their opinion of humans.


      Such deeply rooted hatred was not easily excised. To come here, to the heart of the Spirit King’s faith, must have been beyond loathsome for the proud álfar; they would probably have preferred to slash their own throats.


      “I can’t imagine it’s just my face they’re interested in.” Hiro pressed his mask back into place and sighed.


      “The sooner you meet with them, the sooner you may clear them from your mind,” Luka said coldly. With that, she turned and left, likely intending to conceal herself somewhere nearby.


      She was right; worrying would solve nothing. Hiro steeled himself, took a deep breath, and approached the doors.


      “Let me pass.”


      The Knights of the Spirits bowed their heads and opened the door.


      ＊＊＊＊＊


      The interior of Frieden was ostensibly divided into four quarters, although the sanctuary—forbidden to all but the archpriestess—made five. The central quarter was the Baptismal Font, where newborn babes and first-time visitors to Frieden were invited. To the east was the training ground, forbidden to men and outsiders, where the priestesses-in-training learned their skills. To the west was the residential quarter for the knight-priestesses and their squires, where Hiro’s chambers were located. The southern quarter was a leisure area open to the general public, mostly occupied by inns and dining halls serving travelers and pilgrims, as well as reception rooms for diplomats and other dignitaries.


      The last was the northern quarter. Located neither inside nor outside the sanctum but somewhere in between, it was accessible only through one door. On the other side sprawled another world. Lush, green trees grew in abundance, forest creatures chirped and squeaked, and the babbling of a brook fell easily on the ears. From above showered the rays of the dazzling midday sun. This was the Baptismal Sanctuary, a sacred place that only a select few were permitted to enter.


      A white table stood near the entrance, with a set of teaware and a small mound of confectionery laid on top. Two women sat facing each other over what looked for all the world like an afternoon tea party.


      “Clear air, a gentle breeze, warm sunshine, and a fragrant cup of tea... One might think I’ve wandered into another world entirely. Who knew that Frieden boasted such a place?”


      An amethyst-haired woman savored the aroma of her tea with a dainty smile. She moved with the kind of seductive grace that would make even another woman’s heart race. In her case, however, it was born not of a beauty that attracted, but an allure that bewitched.


      “My! Does that mean my tea is to your liking?”


      A gentle breeze, like the first touch of spring, set sultry lights glistening in her compassionate eyes and caressed the length of her shapely nose before finally swirling across her pale pink lips. Her delicate features were both ethereal and compelling, but most fascinating of all was her snow-white skin. She was an auf, a changeling child born as a zlosta but forced to live as an álf. There was only one such creature in Soleil: Queen Claudia van Lebering.


      “Very much so. Its refreshing aroma hides a remarkable depth of flavor. I find it quite delectable.”


      Answering Claudia’s question—after just the slightest pause—was a woman with a dignified air. Her body was no less voluptuous than Claudia’s, with smooth, lustrous skin that all but sparkled in the sunlight. Within her uncommon beauty lurked an intoxicating fragrance that only heightened her allure, and her soothing aura worked in concert with her fairness to draw the gaze of all she met. Through her windblown hair protruded the distinctive pointed ears of an álf. She was the fourth archpriestess, the protector of Frieden and the only individual permitted to commune with the Spirit King.


      Claudia giggled. “But of course the archpriestess of Frieden has an eye for quality. Did I mention that these leaves are an export from Lebering? If you wish, I would welcome you as a trading partner. No doubt the women of the sanctum would be delighted to have them in greater supply.”


      “You raise a good point. I shall look into the matter.”


      “Then I shall await your answer with great anticipation. While we’re on the subject, Lebering also does a roaring trade in silver and bronze—both things that Baum needs, if I am not mistaken.”


      As nonchalantly as she broached the subject, it was clear that Claudia had ulterior motives. Protocol dictated that such diplomatic negotiations would usually take place in a formal setting, but she seemed to be trying to discern in private whether the archpriestess would be amenable.


      The álf’s brow creased imperceptibly, but she soon reassumed her impassive expression, taking a sip of tea and waiting for a moment before breaking into a smile. “I regret to say I have no authority to make such decisions. Frieden rules Baum no longer; we merely reside upon its land.”


      When Hiro had assumed rulership of Baum, he had cut Frieden free from the national fabric. The Spirit King’s Sanctum retained its elite troops, the Knights of the Spirits, but they numbered fewer than a thousand. The Crow Legion alone numbered around five thousand; if the former were surrounded, the battle would be short.


      Across the ocean to the east of Baum was a chain of islands ruled by the Twelve Tribes, the forefathers of the beastfolk. To the north was the Kingdom of Lebering, a nation of zlosta rapidly gaining strength under Claudia’s rule. To the west was the Grantzian Empire, tired and battered from countless battles but still the lion of Soleil. And to the south was the Duchy of Lichtein and their slavers.


      “I see.” Claudia nodded in understanding. “That’s quite the intricate arrangement you’ve managed.”


      “Frieden remains a neutral party, as it has always been. With my greatest apologies, we cannot intervene in an ongoing conflict in any way, shape, or form.”


      Hiro’s ascension had been met with a slew of criticism from the surrounding nations, the Grantzian Empire—Baum’s longtime ally—among them. In order to avoid would-be conquerors protesting the occupation of humanity’s most sacred soil, Hiro had separated the nation of Baum from the institution of Frieden. Giving the latter independence and self-governance created a peculiar political situation, but one that kept it from becoming either a liability to his own nation or an advantage to another.


      “Well, I suppose I have no choice but to desist,” Claudia continued. “I shall endeavor to persuade Lord Surtr.” She backed down easily. Either she had only wanted to confirm how things stood or her hopes had not been high from the start.


      A faint noise passed between them, the treading of footsteps on grass. Both of their heads swiveled around.


      “My, what a rare pleasure.”


      A figure stepped toward them, his expression hidden behind a mask, a black blade at his hip. He removed the mask with his right hand, revealing a face with gentle features far too youthful for his age. He looked just as he had two years prior. Even what should have been a growth spurt had done nothing for his height. He had not changed in the slightest, as though time had stopped for him alone.


      “Your youthfulness is the envy of us all, Lord Surtr. We of zlosta blood age less quickly than humans, but even so...” Claudia cupped her breasts in her hands. “Some forms of growth will not be halted. Oftentimes I find myself to have developed in the most unexpected places. Yet you never change, not even in the slightest. Tell me, what’s your secret?” Her eyes took on a sultry look as she peered up at him. They glistened alluringly, but in their depths lurked the predatory glint of a hawk regarding its prey.


      “My secret? Stay up late, eat all you can, and laze the day away in your chambers. Be the best shut-in you can. If I’m doing anything else, I haven’t heard about it.” With a shrug, Hiro placed his mask back on his face.


      Claudia let her shoulders slump in resignation, uncertain whether to laugh or roll her eyes. “Well, you can tell me more about that another time, I’m sure. In the meantime, I see that your shadow is accompanying you again.”


      Her eyes flicked to the tree behind him, where Luka crouched among the roots. Normally, she would have said nothing, but the woman was muttering feverishly to herself as she stared daggers at Hiro, gone far past creepy and well into terrifying.


      “What? Oh, her?” Being glared at with the fury of a thousand suns didn’t seem to disturb Hiro in the slightest. One might have wondered if he was just as abnormal.


      Claudia regarded him like some kind of zoological curiosity. “I almost daren’t ask, but...do you have a thing for clingy women?” She peered into his face, eyes cold like a wife who had discovered her husband’s infidelity.


      “Now what do you mean by that?”


      “Only that you have given me cause for suspicion. You show no interest in any woman who approaches you, coop yourself up in your room with your books, and only emerge to battle monsters in the company of sweaty men, yet the one person you keep by your side is the woman who tries to kill you. Why, anyone would wonder whether you were getting something else out of this arrangement.”


      Hiro snorted in amusement and changed the topic. “And what are you doing here? I thought I told you to wait in a reception room if you need me. How did you even get here?”


      Claudia gave a shrug; evidently, she had expected her barrage of accusations to be brushed off. “I arrived in the Spirit King’s Sanctum an hour ago, but the knight-priestesses informed me that Lord Surtr was busy attending to some dignitaries or other, so I decided to take a walk while I waited. My senses are remarkably sharp, as I am sure you are aware. I sensed something most unusual nearby, and where did it lead me but this beautiful place?” She took a sip of her tea, which by now had grown quite cold.


      Hiro placed his hands on his hips and rolled his eyes. “Where you met the archpriestess, and you’ve been here drinking tea ever since.”


      “More or less.” The archpriestess nodded in agreement.


      “Then your business here is done. I’ll hear you out in my chambers.” Hiro turned to Luka. “Luka, escort Claudia to my quarters.”


      “Why should I escort this common sneak-thief anywhere?” She glared at Hiro with hatred in her eyes, biting at her thumbnail.


      Luka and Claudia shared a mutual loathing that they could not get past. It extended back two years, to when Claudia had prevented her from beheading Hiro. If Hiro’s death was her greatest wish, Claudia’s head was her second.


      “If she wanders off again, she’s yours to do with as you like.”


      That was a joke, but Luka did not register such things. She stood bolt upright and stepped closer. “Very well. Come along, sneak-thief. And hold your tongue or you shall be disciplined.”


      Claudia giggled. “Or perhaps a toothless mongrel shall be disciplined in turn.”


      That was going a little too far on both their parts. They stalked off, side by side, hostility crackling between them. It seemed like a fistfight might break out at any moment.
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      “You two go on ahead,” Hiro called. “I’ll be right behind you.”


      The pair vanished down the corridor, still glaring at one another. It was impossible to tell whether they had heard or not. Once they were gone, Hiro turned back to the archpriestess.


      “I assume you saw it all. What do you think they were here for?”


      The archpriestess nodded, unfazed by the sudden question. “Presently, I cannot say. But it seems clear that they came to ascertain something.”


      To Hiro’s surprise, the ambassadors of the Vanir Triumvirate had done nothing but express their best wishes. It was hard to believe they would have risked their lives making the journey all the way from the southwestern edge of the continent to the east coast just to exchange pleasantries. He knew, however, that the archpriestess would have been watching, even as she sipped tea with Claudia. Hers were no normal eyes. She possessed one of the Three Great Arcane Eyes, the Far Sight. Passed down from one archpriestess to the next, they conferred the power to see across great distances, read the color of people’s emotions, and even descry the future.


      “The Spirit King’s presence, perhaps?”


      “Perhaps. Indeed, I believe it likely.”


      Hiro stroked his chin and expelled an irritable sigh. “I’d hoped they wouldn’t cotton on so quickly.”


      “We could never have kept it truly hidden. The Spirit King’s power was great. It is a miracle that the deception has persisted for so long.”


      She sounded like she was trying to console him, but her words didn’t come as much of a comfort.


      “The Spirit King can’t have returned if Luka found this place.”


      Claudia should never have been able to enter it either so long as the Spirit King’s power remained.


      “Indeed. The font remains empty. I have called more times than I care to count, but not once have I received an answer.”


      “If I remember correctly, the Spirit King was already gone when I was summoned back here. Am I wrong?”


      “You are correct. By the time of your return, my pleas received no answers.”


      “Did they before?”


      “I felt...a presence, at least, but...” The archpriestess lowered her eyes, unusually hesitant. She looked back up, expression mournful, seeming to steel herself. “I must be honest with you, Lord Surtr. The Spirit King’s power has been waning as the human population has grown. By the time of your return, only dregs remained.”


      Ever since then, the Spirit King had fallen silent, as though all that remained had been used up to summon Hiro back to Aletia. Most likely, that was why certain parties who had been working in darkness were beginning to emerge into the light: the obstacle keeping them at bay had been removed.


      “Something must have changed before then. There has to be a reason this happened.” When Hiro had originally returned to Earth, the Spirit King had not been so weak as to be fatigued by the growth of the human population. “I’ve been looking into something ever since I came back here, and I think I’ve made a breakthrough.”


      “A breakthrough, my lord?”


      Hiro nodded. “There were two periods of time that interested me. Five hundred years ago and three hundred years ago.”


      Five hundred years ago was when the archons and the yaldabaoth had been discovered, and three hundred years ago was when Orcus had made their name as the only assassins ever to slay an emperor.
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Once upon a time, Hiro Oguro was summoned to the world of
Aletia. Under the name of Mars, the War God, he built a lasting
empire alongside his comrades before giving up all his powers
and memories to return to his old life on Earth. Now, after one
thousand years have passed in Aletia, he’s been called back.
When he meets Liz, princess of the Grantzian Empire, Hiro sees
the same spark in her as the one of his old comrade-in-arms,
Artheus, and Hiro resolves to guide Liz until she is worthy of the
throne.

Liz grows older and wiser under Hiro's tutelage while the empire
spars with its neighbors. However, their lives are thrown into
chaos when a Six Kingdoms plot results in the murder of the

emperor. With an invasion sweeping in from the west, Hiro
leads a handful of troops in a desperate counterattack, only to
seemingly perish on the battlefield. Yet he soon reappears under
the name of Surtr, the masked king of Baum. As he works in the
shadows to assume an ancient burden, Liz swears to catch up to
and surpass him.

And now, two years after they went their separate ways, their
paths converge once more...
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Hiro Oguro/Surtr, the Black-Winged Lord

The original War God, Mars. He claimed to be his own descendant after
being summoned back to Aletia. Previously allied with Liz, but he now
rules Baum as the masked king Surtr after feigning his death to pursue
goals unknown. The wielder of both Excalibur and Dainsleif.

Celia Estrella Elizabeth von Grantz

“Liz” for short. She's the sixth princess of the empire and heir apparent to
the throne. Inexperienced, but she has the makings of a charismatic
empress. The wielder of Laevateinn.

Treya Verdan Aura von Bunadala
A valedictorian graduate of the Imperial Training Academy and a strategic

wunderkind dubbed the Warmaiden. She admires Mars greatly and works
to support Lizs reign.

Culann Scathach du Faerzen

Thelast surviving member of the royal house of Faerzen. She's working with
Liz to restore her homeland, which was ravaged by the empire before being
occupied by Six Kingdoms. The wielder of Gae Bolg.

Muyste Caliara Rosa von Kelheit

Liz's elder sister and the acting head of House Kelheit, the leaders of the
castern nobles. She's locked in a feud with House Muzuk of the south.

Claudia van Lebering

The reigning queen of Lebering. She assisted Hiro in feigning his death and
later entered into an accord with Surtr:

Luka Mammon du Vulpes
A former princess of Vulpes of Six Kingdoms. She led the vanguard of an
ill-fated invasion of the empire two years ago, during which she lost her
vounger brother and her left arm in battle.

Straea

The fourth archpriestess of Baum and the only woman on the continent
capable of communing with the Spirit King. She knows Hiro's true identity.

Leon Welt Artheus von Grantz

The first and founding emperor of the Grantzian Empire. He fought by
Hiro's side one thousand years ago and considers him a brother. The former
wiclder of Laevateinn.
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