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      Prologue


      The boy had nothing to his name.


      Not the strength to aid others, nor the resilience to defend what was dear to him, nor the ability to save the ones he loved.


      He sought, he yearned, he stamped his feet in childish anger, but none of it was any use. He was astonishingly ordinary. The only road before him was one of resignation, of biting his lip in bitter acceptance as he watched his comrades leave him behind.


      And then, one day, his dreams came true.


      “What would you do, boy, if I offered you power?”


      What would anyone do if the prize they had sought for so long were to suddenly appear before them?


      A temptation sweet as honey. An invitation to forbidden heights. It was not a goddess’s radiant benevolence that reached for him, after all, but a devil’s black ambition—and that devil’s eyes made all too clear what it had planned.


      “You dream of being equal to your comrades, do you not? Of having the strength to stand with them, shoulder to shoulder?”


      A moment of weakness born of hesitation. The darkness within him began to swell.


      “All would prostrate themselves before you. All would bow their heads. All would bend the knee.”


      In the end, his ordinariness was his undoing. He had neither the means nor the strength nor the wherewithal to resist. Perhaps he’d never even had a choice at all. His heart’s desire lay before him. Nobody could stop themselves from reaching out. All rationality begged him to turn away, but his body urged him on, his heart pounding for joy. A cry burst from his throat. He clapped his hands over his mouth, but the figure before him only smiled knowingly.


      “Why so anxious to hide it? Are all humans not thus?” The man’s mouth traced a painstakingly gentle line, but his amusement did not reach his eyes. “Cast aside your squalid ideals and embrace your true desires. Wield fire and sword as your ambitions bid. Close all in your grasp with insurmountable might. That is the true nature of this world. The strong revel, while the weak kneel. The strong soar high while the weak crawl in the muck. There is no wish that power cannot grant.”


      With ardor on his lips, the man extended his dark hand once more.


      “All might will be yours to wield. All schemes will be yours to spin. All prizes will be yours to claim.”


      Sweet honey oozed around the boy, holding him fast. Unable to move, he was powerless to do anything but stare.


      “Tell me...do you seek power?”


      And so, wishing only to stand beside his comrades, he reached for the forbidden fruit.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Restless Darkness


      Long, long ago, the zlosta presided over an age of darkness. Nations fell, rose, and fell again under their unshakable rule. Guided by the revelations of the Demiurgos—also known as the Faceless King, one of the gods known as the Five Lords of Heaven—and led by the twelve primozlosta, they sought to unify Soleil.


      Those who are not zlosta are no better than beasts was the creed of zlosta supremacy. It crushed nations unfortunate enough to be home to other peoples beneath its merciless heel, and even surrender often did not save them. The continent was beset by endless war, winds of plague swept the ruined lands, and the mounds of bodies birthed new contagions. In short order, the world was glutted with corpses.


      Displeased by what they saw, the other Lords of Heaven lent their aid to the other peoples of Aletia, but the Faceless King only grew in power and the zlosta’s conquest would not be stopped. They imprisoned the humans, brutalized the álfar, starved the beastfolk, and worked the dwarves cruelly. One day, however, they made a single, fateful mistake. Driven by victors’ arrogance to seek new amusements, a moment’s indulgence proved their downfall.


      The Lionheart was born to the humans of Soleil, while the Hero King was born to save them. Their combined might struck fear into the zlosta’s hearts. Even the twelve primozlosta were not exempt—the one named Hydra in particular. He learned the terror of the twinblack boy for himself when they clashed in the climactic battle of the war between zlosta and humans. Hydra had lost the fight and been taken prisoner.


      “Finally, we can begin,” the boy said. With such kind features, he looked like he would hardly hurt a fly, but the way his eyes flashed as he looked over the torture implements told a more chilling tale.


      “What do you mean to do to me?” Hydra asked.


      The boy cocked his head. After a long moment, his face eased into a natural smile. “I need power.” His black mantle swirled about as he walked up to the captive Hydra, reaching out his hand. “Power that could kill a god.”


      “Still seeking power, after all you’ve done? What is it that you—”


      A hand closed over Hydra’s mouth, and he knew true terror.


      He heard all the boy’s naive dreams while his eyes were carved out.


      He heard all the boy’s wishes while his arms were sawn off.


      He heard all the boy’s ideals while his legs were severed from his torso.


      As the blade bit agonizingly into his forehead, he learned what was in the boy’s mind.


      What had transformed him so? Who was to blame? Or had he perhaps been broken from the start? Hydra took refuge in pointless questions to save himself from despair, but his suffering continued without respite, and in time he ceased to think at all.


      After the core of his being shattered, his memories ran as black as ink. He begged the boy with tears in his eyes, praying for a trace of kindness to appeal to even as the tools cut deeper. He apologized over and over as his ordeal dragged on, but his torturer only laughed. His life became nothing but the torment of the defeated, punctuated only by the screams of his comrades. Again and again he begged for death, and again and again and again. Trapped in a lightless world, he prayed to the darkness for deliverance. And then... And then...


      And then he woke up, panting, and realized he had only been dreaming.


      He needed water. He groped for the bottle he had left nearby but could not find it. He hauled himself across the ground until at last his hand struck something hard. There was a clunk as it fell over, and with the noise to guide him, he managed to grasp it at last. His hands were shaking so hard that he couldn’t remove the cap. He had to quell the tremors before he could finally slake his thirst.


      “Another nightmare?”


      The voice belonged to his comrade, Ladon: another primozlosta who had survived the great war, if being deliberately spared could be called survival. Hydra could no longer remember his face. A thousand long years had erased every memory of his features. Ladon thought the same of him, no doubt. The boy had blinded all of the surviving primozlosta on that dreadful day.


      Hydra raised a hand to his forehead. “I was back there again.”


      He realized there was a fire crackling in front of him, but while he could sense its presence, he could not see its light. Still, the knowledge that it was holding back the night helped to calm his mind from the nightmare and bring his memories back into focus.


      “This is no time to be dozing. I have work to do. I must away.” He made to stand, cradling the article he had been given by the Faceless King.


      “Why so anxious? There is no need to hurry. It will not be required just yet.”


      “I would like to dispense with any uncertainty. None of us will be truly safe until we take our enemy’s head.”


      “Have a drink. Take the weight off your feet.”


      Hydra waved the proffered beverage aside. “This is no time for that! Do you not see? For a thousand long years we have watched our enemy’s empire grow fat, but now its downfall is nigh!” He stood up and his hood fell away, revealing a face covered in scars. The two yawning pits that were his eyes glared at Ladon, while his whole body heaved with the force of his breathing. “How can you stand to be at ease?!”


      The wind blew, a cold blade that scored his skin and prickled his old scars.


      “I cannot contain myself, Ladon. The thought of vengeance fills my belly with fire! Every time my scars itch, I remember the golden age he stole from us! And to reclaim it, we need our eyes...our manastones!” Hydra lowered his sightless gaze, covering his face with his hands.


      Ladon sighed. “A thousand years is indeed a long time, but that is all the more reason not to be too hasty.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I thought this chance would never come. I daresay I had given it up for lost, believed him vanished beyond the boundless expanse. Yet now he has returned, and we might cast down the Grantzian Empire before his eyes. Is that not to be celebrated? Is it not cause for joy?”


      Ladon paused for a moment, fixing Hydra with his empty gaze.


      “Do not let anger cloud your vision.” The fire crackled, sending sparks dancing through the air. “First, we will lay waste to the empire. Only then will we descend upon the War God.”


      Finally calmed, Hydra raised his head. His smile broadened. “Of course. As you say. The empire will fall. It cannot escape this fate.”


      “His struggles will be in vain. All lies in the palm of our Lord’s hand.”


      “Oh, Father, hear our prayer.” Hydra raised his hands to the night sky in supplication. “Grant death to von Grantz and bathe the zlosta in glory’s light.”


      Ladon joined him. “Oh, Father, hear our prayer. Curse the foolish with eternal torment. Oh, Father, hear our prayer. Bless the faithful with eternal rest.”


      ＊＊＊＊＊


      The tenth day of the tenth month of Imperial Year 1026


      The Grantzian Empire was the conqueror of Soleil, recognized by all as the pinnacle of human achievement. After a thousand long years of reign, few nations remained that could challenge its supremacy. Perhaps it was natural, then, that its nobles had grown fat on peace and turned to despotism. Their tyranny scattered sparks of discontent that grew into raging fires, and the empire’s neighbors, smelling blood in the water, set to work in the shadows. Small skirmishes turned into larger engagements. Constant fighting sapped the nation’s lifeblood. Doomed to endless warfare by its size and strength, the empire had preyed on its neighbors for sustenance for a thousand years, and now they circled the aged lion with fangs bared, hungering for the fat stored in its belly.


      The commonfolk of the empire were aware of its plight, but they were powerless to help. All they could do was pray for its victory in war as they awaited their sons’ and husbands’ safe return from the battlefield. Otherwise, living for today was more important than fear of the morrow.


      The capital city of Cladius, commonly known simply as the imperial capital, was a veritable human utopia. Its historical buildings were wonderful enough, but the true symbol of its prosperity was its central boulevard, the empire’s front door. Rare delicacies were shipped in from all corners of Aletia to be sold in the shops lining the street. Statues of the Twelve Divines towered over the crowds as if to prove the empire’s glory. They watched over the people, greeted visitors from other lands, and struck awe into the hearts of the rulers of other nations.


      A sightseer’s wonder would have little chance to fade before their gaze was once again caught by the imperial palace of Venezyne, sitting in the center of the city like a crown. A thousand years had done nothing to dim its magnificence. The stonework looked as new as the day it was built. If anything, the passage of time had only added to its majesty, granting it a new beauty through amplified grandeur and impressing upon others the greatness of the empire.


      The eastern quarter of the palace compound served as the barracks and training ground of the Knights of the Golden Lion, elite troops of the First Legion and guardians of the capital. On most days, a terrible din would have arisen from the site, but not today. The knights were not in the capital; they had joined the sixth princess in her bid to liberate Faerzen. A force of eastern noble troops, predominantly belonging to House Kelheit, garrisoned the palace in their stead. Their mistress, the chancellor of the empire and acting head of House Kelheit, was pacing around her mansion in the western quarter.


      “Cerberus!”


      Rosa von Kelheit strode down the corridor, a hint of worry in her face. It did nothing to diminish her beauty, but if those who called her a vixen for her wiles were to see her now, they might have died of shock. The sentries positioned along the hallway followed her intently with their eyes as she passed. She was close enough to touch, and yet there would be consequences if they spoke so much as a word out of place. She was, after all, the acting head of a great house and the chancellor of the empire.


      “Cerberus?! Where have you gotten to?!”


      She opened doors and peered inside as she moved along the corridor, like a mother searching for a lost child.


      “Where in the world has she gone?” She placed a bewildered hand on her hip and turned to a nearby guard. “Have you seen Cerberus?”


      Addressed directly by his mistress, the man stiffened up and shook his head. “Not today, my lady.”


      “I see. Forgive me for interrupting you.”


      The guard bowed his head emphatically and departed. Once he was out of sight, Rosa brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear and turned to the window.
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      “Where could she be? It’s almost dinnertime...”


      Her sister’s white-furred wolf flashed through her mind. In the islands to the east of Soleil, such animals were revered as divine beasts, noble creatures kept only by those of royal blood. Liz had been very young when she first met Cerberus; she had found the wolf washed up on the seashore while visiting Baum with the emperor and taken her in. It was as if Cerberus had come to save her in her time of need. The shock of losing her mother had rendered her numb, but she had diligently nursed the wounded wolf back to health, and after watching her run around happily for the first time, she had finally smiled again.


      From that day forth, the pair had been as close as sisters. It was rare for them to leave each other’s side. The fighting in Faerzen was bound to be grueling, however, so Liz had left Cerberus in Rosa’s care. Rosa still recalled how despondent the wolf had looked as she watched Liz go.


      “Don’t tell me she’s gone after her...” Rose mused under her breath. She shook her head. Liz had told Cerberus very firmly that she was to stay, and the wolf would not break a promise. She was a clever beast, capable of understanding human language, sensing human emotions, and acting on her own initiative. Then again, those were precisely the qualities that might lead her to seek Liz out.


      “No, it couldn’t be. Even Cerberus couldn’t follow her scent now.”


      Three months had passed since Liz had left the empire. Cerberus might have been clever, but she wasn’t intelligent enough to remember a map. Or was she? For all Rosa knew, she really might have been as clever as a human. White wolves weren’t native to Soleil, after all. Who knew what they were capable of?


      “If she hasn’t gone after Liz...then where is she?”


      Rosa racked her brains, but with no flash of inspiration forthcoming, all she could do was wander aimlessly around the mansion. Cooking some meat in the courtyard might flush the wolf out, but if she wasn’t coming to her name, she was likely no longer in earshot.


      “Perhaps I should send out a search party...”


      The odds of finding her that way were small, but it was better than doing nothing. Aside from anything else, Rosa dreaded to imagine what would happen if Liz returned to find her companion missing.


      “Although there’s not much chance of that happening anytime soon.”


      The empire’s plans would not be easy to see through. She was unlikely to reunite with Liz until the next year, if not the year after that. The future was like a night sky shrouded in clouds. Its impenetrability made it terrifying, tempting the mind to imagine the worst. Even now, Liz and her camp were striving to stop their fears from coming to pass.


      “But if all goes well, once she returns, she’ll be the empress.”


      The groundwork was already being laid—a great era of peace to stabilize the nation. An empire could not exist without its people, but neither could it exist without its emperor, and Greiheit’s death could only remain hidden for so long.


      “So we must take Faerzen and what lies beyond. Then nobody will be able to object to her rise.”


      It was only a matter of time now. The empire’s thousand years of sins would soon come home to roost, and a revolution would envelop the world. Nobody would be exempt. Nobody could fight fate. Weep, wail, rage, or laugh, their end would be the same.


      “As to how this all ends, only the gods know...”


      Schemes did not always play out as one hoped. This tangle encompassed tens, thousands, hundreds of thousands of people’s desires. There was no way to truly know on whom victory would smile.


      “Or,” Rosa murmured, “perhaps it’ll be the devil smiling in the end.”


      ＊＊＊＊＊


      Friedhof, the great wall across the north of the empire, first figured in history five hundred years prior to the present day. According to the records of the time, the northern territories had been suffering from unrest caused by a surge in monster activity, and the local noble assembled task forces to cull the offending creatures. A few months into the expedition, several task forces fell out of contact. The noble thought little of it, reasoning they must have been attacked by bandits or wiped out by the very monsters they were hunting, and sent in more experienced men. However, those units soon fell silent too.


      Around the same time, strange rumors took to the streets. People were vanishing by night from towns and villages. Petitioners came before the noble, asking for something to be done. With so many troops tied up in the monster cullings, however, they received only noncommittal answers.


      Eventually, the noble mustered his forces and embarked upon a grand campaign of extermination, aiming to eradicate the monsters once and for all. It met with moderate results. Still, the unrest remained—if anything, the peace seemed to worsen by the day. As he dithered over what to do, worse news reached him: whole towns and villages were going missing, simply vanishing overnight. Such tidings were unprecedented, and realizing he was out of his depth, he braced himself for a reprimand and sought help from the capital.


      The twenty-second emperor recognized the severity of the situation and made for the north with twenty thousand men. He arrived to find ruined towns, empty villages, rampant plunder and destruction, and a universal breakdown in order. Worse yet waited at the lord’s stronghold. Bodies littered the streets, humanoid monsters raked through the corpses, and the handful of survivors wandered in a dead-eyed daze. There was nobody sane left alive, only crazed madmen who attacked on sight. Fearing the spread of disease, the emperor hardened his heart and put the city to the torch.


      While investigating the cause of the disaster, the emperor came to a troubling discovery: the monsters he had seen feasting on corpses had originally been humans—indeed, the very commonfolk who had disappeared. They had acted as though possessed, compelled by some mysterious transformation to cast aside their pride and dignity. As such, the emperor christened them archons—corpse-eaters.


      Once it became clear that the creatures were not monsters but imperial citizens, voices arose to criticize the emperor’s decision. Powerful nobles used the chaos to further their own designs. Seeing this, the emperor sought aid from outside the empire—namely, from Baum and its ruler, the third archpriestess. After receiving a revelation from the Spirit King and quelling his nobles’ discontent, he made his way north again, this time at the head of more than two hundred thousand soldiers.


      Over the course of the purge, the emperor discovered who led the archons. They were commanded by creatures with bodies covered in curious marks, later dubbed yaldabaoth, or “branded.” The battle was a brutal one. The yaldabaoth possessed strength far in excess of mortal men, while the archons felt no pain from the most grievous of wounds, and although they numbered fewer than twenty thousand, they made a formidable fighting force. Even the emperor’s enormous army was hard-pressed.


      As casualties passed thirty thousand, the emperor summoned the third archpriestess to the north. It was then that the tide turned. With the archpriestess’s assistance, he called upon the Spirit King’s strength and the spirits’ powers to drive the archons and yaldabaoth back to the western fringes of the northern territories. Seeing that he could not eradicate them entirely, he and the Spirit King raised a great wall with a sacrifice of spirits. The Spirit Wall of Friedhof stood as a dividing line from that day onward, separating the human territories in the east from the devils’ den in the west—a hostile land known as the Sanctuarium from which it was said none returned alive. Pelted by blizzards all year round, the region was likened by many to hell.


      “Now that’s what I call heavy security,” the man said. “You’d need a bloody army to get through that.”


      He stood out of reach of the sun beneath a sky shrouded in white, his brown skin hidden beneath heavy winter clothing and his scarred face shrouded by a hood. His manner was as rough as his speech, and his eyes darted about furtively as he crouched behind cover. Named Muninn, he was one of the most trusted servants of Surtr, the king of Baum.


      As he heaved a tense sigh, a small flame struck up next to him. He turned. “Could you lay off the pipe, old man?”


      His words were met with a grin from the figure beside him, a man in the early onset of old age. “Bah! They’ll never see it. It’s howling a blizzard out here. Any man who could spot pipe smoke through that could give a hawk a run for its money.”


      “Aye, but it stinks. Anyone with a good nose’ll sniff us out in no time.” Muninn peeked out from his cover once more and looked around before squatting back down again. He was of half a mind to smack the man’s pipe out of his hand, but he managed to restrain himself. “Bugger me... I picked the wrong help.”


      It hadn’t been easy to find someone willing to help him infiltrate Friedhof. This old man, a carriage driver, had been the only person willing to lend his help...in exchange for a healthy sum, of course, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He had stowed away among the man’s cargo and successfully sneaked inside.


      The first thing that had struck him was the height and length of the wall. It stood twenty-five rue—three hundred and seventy-five meters—tall and ran for two hundred and fifty sel—seven hundred and fifty kilometers—from end to end. One could not see one end from the other. Muninn had been able to tell at a glance that it was not a natural construction, but nor could such a thick wall of ice have been built by human hands. That would have been next to impossible with modern technology, let alone with whatever was available five hundred years ago. Still, its existence was undeniable. It reigned over the north with such majesty that it made one believe the legends might be true. Its presence was a constant reminder to the empire of the Spirit King’s power and holiness, and to the rest of Soleil of the magnificence of the Twelve Divines.


      Carved out from the very heart of the wall was an imperial fort. Muninn had heard the rumors, but a picture was truly worth a thousand words. His mouth fell agape as he looked out from the cover of his crate—even if his companion’s utter lack of concern was somewhat ruining the mood.


      “I appreciate the help, old man, but if you weren’t my ticket in, I’d pop you one.”


      The old man cackled. “No, you wouldn’t. You’re a good lad at heart.”


      “That so, aye? Well, you did come through for me in a scrape. Here’s the rest.” Muninn tossed the man a pouch full of coin and grinned. “Go buy all the ale you want, or maybe some leaf for that pipe.”


      The old man stared at the pouch with more than a little surprise. “That’s more’n we agreed.”


      “Call it a bonus for stickin’ your neck out. You get me into a place like Friedhof, you’ve earned a little extra.”


      “Aye, s’pose I did. Well, I won’t say no to more coin.” The man stowed the pouch away with unmistakable delight and looked back to Muninn, his brows knitting. “So what’s your plan from here, son?”


      Muninn frowned. He could hardly divulge the details of an important mission to someone he had only just met. Aside from anything else, it would make the old man complicit. Nor could he afford to linger for much longer; there was no telling when a guard might come by on their rounds. He wanted to get moving as soon as he could. Still, the question lingered oddly in his ears.


      After a long moment of thought, he lowered his gaze to the ground, scratching the back of his neck awkwardly. “I can’t say much. You know how it is. I’m just gonna look around a little, then I’ll be on my way. I don’t want to get you in trouble. You’d be best off heading on home and forgetting you ever saw me.”


      He rose to his feet, but the old man stopped him. “You seem like a good sort, lad, so here’s a word to the wise. Don’t let von Heimdall catch wind of you or you’ll regret it.”


      The security of Friedhof was maintained by House Heimdall, one of the three most powerful houses in the north, and its head, High General Hermes von Heimdall. Any citizen of the empire knew his name. Muninn had never met the man or even seen him, but there was no question that his strength was formidable. Weak men did not climb to a rank that high. If things somehow came to blows, Muninn doubted he would stand a chance. That was not his mission, however. He was not here to make war, only to conduct reconnaissance. He might not have been able to defeat a high general, but he was confident he could run from one. If it came to it...


      “Old age is a terrible thing, you know.” The old man interrupted his thoughts. “Gets the better of the mightiest warrior. A decade or two ago, the five high generals might have matched the stories, but not anymore.” He stroked his beard with a rueful sigh. “They’ve clung to their posts for too long, I reckon. Should’ve let younger blood in years ago. Word came the other day that old Stoutarm von Cain fell in Faerzen. That proves the point as good as any, I s’pose.”


      Three high generals had fallen in as many years: von Hass, the Warden of the West; von Loeing, the Warden of the Capital, and von Cain, the Warden of the South. The impact of losing such revered figures in quick succession would be profound.


      “Stoutarm von Cain is dead?” Muninn was so surprised that he couldn’t help but ask.


      The old man cackled. “Well, he was a much younger man when he earned that name. Even in the empire, folks were starting to doubt if he still had it in him.”


      Certainly, other nations were beginning to question whether the high generals were truly to be feared. The role was now referred to mockingly as an “honorary position” outside imperial borders. Apparently, von Cain had begun to attract the same criticism from the empire’s own citizens, who believed he was embarrassing his office.


      “Now there’s only two left,” the man continued. “The mongrel of the north and the she-bitch of the east.”


      He did not hesitate to speak of either with contempt. Muninn cocked his head. “You got a bone to pick with them, old man?”


      It certainly didn’t sound like he had a high opinion of the high generals. Perhaps that was why he had agreed to offer his assistance in the first place.


      “Me? No. Just sayin’ what I see, that’s all.” The old man puffed on his pipe, looking faintly frustrated.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    




















































  


  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Story So Far


    	Characters


    	Prologue


    	Chapter 1: Restless Darkness


    	Chapter 2: A Convergence of Interests


    	Chapter 3: Creeping Shadow


    	Chapter 4: Spinning Schemes


    	Chapter 5: Nameless


    	Epilogue


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Color Images
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/story.jpg
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
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When he meets Liz, princess of the Grantzian Empire, Hiro sees
the same spark in her as his old comrade-in-arms, Artheus, and
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Liz matures as a leader under Hiro's tutelage, but the chaos of
war conspires to tear them apart. Hiro feigns death on the
battlefield and 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.
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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 wicelder of every Spiritblade but Leevateinn.

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. Relinquished ownership of Gée Bolg following a
battle to the death.

Muyste Caliara Rosa von Kelheit

Li7s 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
Hiros side one thousand years ago and considers him a brother. The former
wiclder of Laevateinn.
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