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      Prologue

      The Kingdom of Herzeth, known across the continent as the Kingdom of the Sun, bordered four other nations. While it maintained friendly relations with some, with others it coexisted in a tense state of rivalry. One such rival was the Malavaar Empire to the northwest—a rising autocratic state ruled by an emperor. Recently, it had been steadily absorbing neighboring countries as vassal states.

      Ignoring its expanding influence was not an option. Both Herzeth and Malavaar had built numerous fortresses along their borders where large military forces had been stationed in a mutual show of intimidation. Skirmishes persisted along the northern front lines, and the situation had long been locked in a stalemate.

      But the winds of change were blowing—far from the main battlefield.

      One day at dawn, in a border region located below Malavaar’s southernmost edge known as the Western Defensive Line, a sentry stretched and yawned.

      “Man, I’m sleepy,” he mumbled.

      The soldier beside him sighed, clearly disapproving of his comrade’s attitude. “Hey. Stay alert.”

      “Huh? Aw, come on. Who cares? We’re not on the northern front. This outpost is practically for show.”

      “I mean, true, but...still!”

      Beyond this area lay the Yanul Marshlands, a region teeming with magical beasts. The marshlands were considered too dangerous to be claimed by any nation, and thus the likelihood of enemy forces advancing through them was slim to none. As such, the primary duty of the soldiers stationed here was dealing with stray magical beasts.

      “If you keep slacking off, the commander’s gonna chew you out,” the other soldier cautioned.

      “Right, the Flare Maiden or whatever. I hear she was a big shot over at the northern front. How did she end up in the middle of nowhere like this?”

      “How is a grunt like me supposed to know that?”

      “Well, anyhow, there’s no way Herzeth is gonna lose the war, long as we’ve got the saintess’s blessing and all. Hey, you got a smoke?”

      “Ugh. Just one, all right?” the second soldier muttered with a shrug before pulling a cigarette from his pocket.

      As the pair smoked in the light of the new dawn, one of them suddenly furrowed his brow.

      “Hm...?”

      “What? What is it?”

      “That...”

      The two soldiers turned their gaze to the distance, where faint wisps of smoke were rising from the sparsely wooded plain. Or was it just morning mist?

      “What...is that?”

      At the same time, a faint vibration rumbled underfoot. It was like an irregular heartbeat, pulsing unevenly, and seemed to be growing more intense.

      One of the soldiers peered through the magical telescope hanging from his neck and told the other in a trembling voice, “Report this to the commander immediately.”

      What cloaked the distant sky was not mist—it was dust. And within that dust, countless twisted silhouettes squirmed and writhed.

      The soldier stumbled backward, shouting at the top of his lungs, “It’s a beast horde!”

      ***

      “What’s the situation?”

      It was evening, and an emergency Council of the Seven was being held in the royal capital. Six of the nation’s most influential nobles were seated around a magnificent, gleaming round table made of marble.

      “The report states that approximately two hundred magical beasts, primarily smaller variants, have been sighted,” a military officer reported in a hurried tone.

      A stern-looking man with narrow eyes asked, “Where’s Lord Vamillus?”

      “He hasn’t returned from his diplomatic tour yet,” replied a government official standing in the corner of the room, his tone apologetic.

      The narrow-eyed man scoffed. “A diplomatic tour? A self-indulgent vacation, more like.”

      “Lord Giesz, we must focus on the matter at hand for now,” gently interjected Lord Fennel, who was known to be a moderate. “So, what happened to the two hundred beasts?”

      “Under the guidance of their commander, the soldiers managed to drive back the magical beasts by evening,” the military officer replied. “However, because the Western Defensive Line is sparsely manned, the damage was significant. Furthermore, a new wave attacked the following day. The soldiers stationed at the fortress are being pushed to their limits day and night.”

      Lord Fennel hummed, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “So the Flare Maiden managed to hold the line. Truly she is a capable woman. Still, we must act swiftly.”

      It was no surprise that magical beasts had emerged from the Yanul Marshlands. The area, located near the border between Herzeth and southern Malavaar, was a known breeding ground for such creatures. Still, something felt off.
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