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  This book is dedicated to Ron & Louise Holmes of Marietta, Ohio, whose charitable acts of love and generosity shine like the Crystal that dwelleth in the hearts of all adventurers…
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  POETIC, ENCHANTING, MOVING… These are just some of the many words that can be used to describe Final Fantasy IX. I can’t stress enough just how important this game is in the eyes of fans of Japanese RPGs. After the memorable seventh and eighth installments in the series, the third numbered episode of the Final Fantasy saga to be made for the first PlayStation chose to set itself apart from its immediate predecessors by returning to the origins of “fantasy,” true fantasy, the kind rooted in fairy tales.




  There are numerous hallmarks of fairy tales found throughout this adventure. They are palpable in every aspect of the game, from the main themes to the graphic design of the universe, from the game’s story to its sometimes-theatrical ambiance.




  The emotions that the game evokes pass mainly through the lens of Vivi, the little black mage with an inscrutable face, who serves as a narrator in the story’s darkest moments and who desperately seeks meaning in his life. In his own way, he shares with us his feelings about the game’s twists and turns through simple sequences in which a few innocently chosen words are all it takes to underscore the gravity of the scenes he witnesses. However, while the questions he asks may be too big for him to understand, their significance does not go unnoticed by the player. Behind Vivi’s naive words, you can hear his suffering.




  Generally speaking, Final Fantasy IX’s characters are more memorable than its story. Each of them suffers from a malaise that is masked by the game’s tone, which is almost always purposely and deceptively light. Each character is preoccupied with a feeling of distress to be externalized and overcome. This includes the major antagonist of this episode, the vain and narcissistic Kuja, who refuses to believe that the world can exist without him. And then there’s Captain Adelbert Steiner, the unlikely soldier and complete doofus who’s like a character straight out of Terry Pratchett’s Discworld series, who evolves so much between the beginning of the game and the end. As for the symbolic defeats suffered by the player in each confrontation with Beatrix, the charismatic and seemingly invincible general, they are just a clever way of showing us that the coldness and cruelty of this warrior, with her complex and troubling personality, are just a facade hiding her extreme internal fragility.




  When you look closer, Final Fantasy IX is definitely one of the more poignant installments in the series. This feeling is only heightened by the musical ambiance created by Nobuo Uematsu’s remarkable compositions. Each tune reflects with great sensitivity the emotions hiding within each individual, place, and even situation that it is meant to represent. From the stirring Roses of May to the heroic Not Alone, the music of FF IX is just as striking as the game itself, and just as timeless.




  VALÉRIE PRÉCIGOUT




  Valérie Précigout, better known in the French gaming world as Romendil, was a journalist for Jeuxvideo.com, Europe’s top video game website, from 2000 to 2016. She managed to establish herself as an online game critic when the Internet was still struggling to keep up with print media. Specializing in role-playing games, she was the site’s journalist in charge of writing test reviews for Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest games. Romendil is a huge fan of FF IX. Indeed, she wrote a gushing article about the game when it was first released for the PlayStation.
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  Setting the scene — Preface
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  FINAL FANTASY IX IS THE LAST INSTALLMENT in the franchise to be named with a single-digit number in Arabic numerals (9). It is also one of the games in the saga to have the greatest involvement of Hironobu Sakaguchi, the illustrious creator of the series. Consequently, in spite of the many years since its release, this game has retained great symbolic value. And the number “9” is the standard-bearer of this symbolism. Indeed, we find numerous references to the number nine in the game. Even though many of them may not necessarily be purposeful allusions, they are nonetheless still there and interesting to highlight.




  The first nod to the number appears at the start of the adventure when the player plays as Captain Adelbert Steiner as he calls to attention the Knights of Pluto, the royal guard of the kingdom of Alexandria. As it happens, there are nine knights in the group. The name “Pluto” is itself a reference to the number nine, as Pluto’s status as the ninth “planet” in the solar system was being debated in 1999, not long before the game’s release.1 Nine is also found in one of Zidane’s attacks (Solution 9) and in the month of the game’s release (September). Furthermore, nine is the age of the black mage Vivi (nine years old, according to the game’s manual), the number of eidolons available to Garnet, and the number of regents named Cid to have sat on the throne of Lindblum. The number nine is thus present throughout the adventure. It is also the score one must try to reach (kabu) in oichokabu, a traditional Japanese game of chance that Hironobu Sakaguchi is particularly fond of. Finally, nine is the last digit in a base-ten numeral system; it is often associated with the idea of renewal, the very same quality that Sakaguchi wanted to infuse into his last chapter of the saga.




  Conceived as a show of nostalgia, this installment digs down deep into the roots of the saga to extract the elements that helped create the legend that is Final Fantasy. And yet, in spite of the rave reviews from video game media (in Japan, the magazine Famitsu gave it a score of 38/40), sales of FF IX were more tepid than those of previous installments. How can we explain this cooler reception?




  

    




    

      1 In 2006, following the official redefinition by the International Astronomical Union of the concept of a “planet,” Pluto, which was discovered in 1930, ultimately lost its status as a planet to instead be considered a “dwarf planet.”


    


  




  Act I — Places, Everyone! — The story
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  IN THE BEGINNING: THE CRYSTAL





  Brief though it may be, all life undergoes an unchanging cycle. Since time immemorial, the memories of all those lives have strung together to create the collective memory of the universe. If you go back to the origin of that chain, you’ll find the source of all life: the Crystal. At the heart of each star and each planet in the cosmos, you’ll find a crystal that is the source of a constant flow of energy and from which all life originates. After its brief moment of existence, each life returns to its crystal, which it feeds with its memories. Planets rely on this cycle of souls and energy: it is their breath, their pulse, giving them their glow. However, a crystal’s strength wanes over time. Little by little, the stream of life flows more slowly. And when that flow of energy slows to a crawl, or even stops, the planet ages and wastes away…




  IN SEARCH OF A NEW PLANET





  This was not, however, the fate of Terra, an ancient planet whose inhabitants had always dealt with the degeneration of their home by using “fusion,” a process by which the energy flows of two different crystals are united. To carry out the process, two planets must fuse together to form a new planet. So, by having Terra absorb a younger planet, its inhabitants had always prevented their world from perishing. The Terrans even thought that they had discovered the way to achieve eternal life, allowing them to preserve their civilization and technology. To maintain this complex and fragile energy balance, an immortal being, a sort of guardian named Garland, was created to watch over Terra and reproduce the fusion process whenever necessary over the millennia.




  However, Terra’s fate took a turn for the worse when Garland attempted to fuse Terra with a young planet called Gaia. Too pure to allow for total assimilation, Gaia’s crystal caused the process to partially fail. The incomplete fusion of the two worlds resulted in an extraordinary cataclysm: pieces of Terra became intertwined with Gaia, definitively connecting the two planets. After the failed fusion, Terra began to waste away. The Terrans then decided to go into a deep sleep while Garland worked to successfully complete the fusion.




  THE DAWN OF A NEW ERA





  Several millennia went by. Life on Gaia gradually returned to its normal course. Still shining brightly, its crystal gave birth to diverse, increasingly complex life-forms. The young planet thus became the home to a motley world where a number of species and civilizations flourished. However, the time came for Garland to once again attempt the fusion that would restore Terra. To facilitate the future process, this time, the guardian set about trying to weaken the power of Gaia’s crystal. To achieve this, he used the strange Iifa Tree, which he planted on Gaia. The tree rooted itself very deeply, eventually reaching the crystal at the core of the planet. At that point, the Iifa Tree began soaking up the souls of deceased beings making their way back to the source. The blocking of this circulation of souls resulted in an imbalance in the flows of energy, gradually weakening the crystal of the young planet.




  It only took a few hundred years for Garland’s misdeeds to start wreaking havoc on the environment. The Iifa Tree began releasing the residue of souls unable to return to the heart of the planet, forming a thick mist on the planet’s surface. When the story begins for our protagonists, a dense fog has already covered an entire continent on Gaia. The Mist, as it’s called, hangs over the surface and generates all sorts of monsters. It has pushed the Gaians to flee the lowlands for the highlands, the continent’s ridges and mountain ranges. Numerous population centers have thus formed: there are villages and cities (like Dali, Treno, and Cleyra), as well as powerful kingdoms like Lindblum and Alexandria. Some groups, however, decided in spite of it all to remain in the lowlands of what would from then on be known as the Mist Continent: for example, the Qu, a species of creatures living in the marshes, or the Burmecians, who reside in the city of Burmecia, known as the Realm of Eternal Rain. For over a thousand years, the peoples of Gaia lived in peace, until the three great kingdoms of Lindblum, Alexandria, and Burmecia each began conquering new territories. Inevitably, from that point on, the conflicts that broke out resulted in terrible battles. The time of happiness and friendship was over.




  A CONTINENT AT WAR





  A first great war broke out. To bring an end to this conflict, a tribe of magicians known as summoners invoked an incredibly powerful spirit: Alexander. The summoners were the only ones capable of summoning such beings from within themselves. Indeed, nature had given them each a little horn on their foreheads allowing them to communicate with these beings, called eidolons. However, the summoners were unable to control Alexander, condemning Gaia to suffer the fury of the eidolon. Overcome by the uncontrollable force, they decided to seal the spirit into a gem, which they separated into four fragments and distributed across the three kingdoms. Reviled by the humans for the devastation they had caused, the summoners were expelled from the Mist Continent for good. To prevent any future catastrophes, they took with them Alexander’s final sacred stone fragment. They then found refuge not far from the Iifa Tree in Madain Sari, a sunburnt land where the crystal’s power proved to be particularly strong. This proximity to Gaia’s pulse allowed the summoners to live in perfect harmony with the planet.




  Great conflicts between kingdoms arose one after another over the centuries. Regent Cid VIII of Lindblum, who happened to be a brilliant engineer, successfully designed a revolutionary technology using Mist as a source of energy, used particularly to power airships. However, human nature got the better of them: the technology would, above all, be used to develop new, increasingly deadly weapons.




  Lindblum’s superiority over its rivals, thanks to its fleet of airships, allowed Regent Cid VIII to establish, within the span of a few years, a status quo between the three kingdoms, one founded on fear. Still, Lindblum’s shows of strength took many victims, including the father of the future Queen Brahne, who was just 10 years old at the time. Nevertheless, it was the beginning, however fragile, of a period of peace.




  THE SURVIVOR





  As the only people capable of controlling powerful beings, the summoners represented a threat to Garland’s plans. As such, rather than taking the risk of allowing them to live, he decided to wipe their village off the map. The Invincible, Garland’s airship equipped with tremendous firepower and capable of sucking up the souls of its victims, reduced Madain Sari to ashes.




  A few minutes before the destruction of the village, Sarah, a six-year-old summoner, was saved by her mother, who placed her on a boat that was left to drift on the waters, allowing Sarah to escape from the disaster. As the sole survivor of this terrible genocide, the young Sarah finally washed up on the shores of Alexandria. As luck would have it, she was taken in by the king and queen. Queen Brahne had just lost a child and thus decided to adopt Sarah. The young girl was given the name Garnet Til Alexandros and her summoner horn was removed to hide her true origins. At the castle, she received an education fit for a queen: an eminent scholar, Doctor Tot, taught her the etiquette she would need in her new status as a princess. Four years later, the king of Alexandria passed away. The young Princess Garnet had once again lost someone dear to her. However, at her adoptive father’s funeral, she met Cid IX, the Regent of Lindblum, who had a good relationship with the royal family of Alexandria. Before long, Garnet began calling the leader of Lindblum her “uncle.”




  A TIME OF PEACE





  The period that began a few years earlier with the crowning of Brahne in Alexandria and of Cid Fabool IX in Lindblum would be a decisive one for the future of Gaia. The good relationship between the two sovereigns changed the political landscape, opening the possibility, for the first time, of more cordial relations between the different kingdoms. Diplomatic tensions lowered and the conflicts between them gradually gave way to peace and prosperity. Twenty years later, to celebrate this peace, routes were created between the two main kingdoms in order to facilitate trade between them.




  PROJECT GENOME





  As this peace, fragile though it was, reduced mortality and thus slowed down the work of the Iifa Tree, it represented an obstacle to Garland’s plan to fuse his planet with Gaia. As part of the plan, the guardian of Terra had also begun creating “Genomes,” soulless bodies to serve as receptacles for the spirits of Terrans once awoken from their slumber. Indeed, after centuries of lying dormant, their spirits could no longer inhabit their own bodies.




  To carry out his plan, Garland also created a special Genome, named Kuja. Never having had a childhood, Kuja was never able to develop human emotions and stood out from the rest of his kind with his egocentrism and insolence. Although Garland considered Kuja to be defective, he decided to use him in his plan anyway. His role would be to bring death and destruction to Gaia. By decimating the planet’s population, he would enable the Iifa Tree to block the flow of a large number of souls and, in so doing, significantly weaken Gaia’s crystal. With his extraordinary magical powers, Kuja would create an army of soulless receptacles, much like Garland’s Genomes, known as black mages. His new henchmen would help him destroy everything in his path.




  Kuja had immense power; consequently, Garland grew suspicious of his own creation. To be safe, he limited Kuja’s lifespan to 25 years, figuring that by doing so he could prevent him from getting out of control. Still, when Kuja died, there would need to be a replacement. So, seven years after the creation of Kuja, Garland created a second modified Genome: Zidane. However, Garland was not able to keep the existence of his new Genome a secret for long. Sensing the threat that Zidane could pose to him, Kuja decided not to eliminate him, but to use him for his own purposes. He began by abandoning the young child on Gaia’s surface. Zidane was soon taken in by a man named Baku, the leader of the Tantalus Theater Troupe. So, young Zidane grew up in the world of theater. While Zidane looks mostly human, his monkey tail betrays his true origins. Still, that doesn’t stop him from blending into the crowd. Zidane has no memories of his past as a Genome. He does, however, have a vague memory of a mysterious blue light, which is actually the glow of Terra, his birth world. Of course, what Zidane doesn’t know, and neither does Kuja, is that Garland, believing that he had lost Zidane forever, created a third modified Genome, a girl named Mikoto.




  KUJA’S PLAN





  Garland banished Kuja from Terra for abandoning Zidane on Gaia; however, that was just the first step in Kuja’s plan. To carry it out fully, he first had to pass himself off as a human in the eyes of the Gaians. Becoming a mercenary, he gained influence and made his way into the upper echelons of society. His goal was to take advantage of this position to discreetly steal the four gem fragments of Alexander. Once he had the eidolon under his control, he would turn it against Garland. To return to Terra, Kuja would use his “brother” Genome as a puppet. Indeed, Kuja was sure that once he told Zidane of where he came from, he would try to return to Terra by any means necessary. Kuja would then take advantage of the situation by following Zidane there with the intention of taking control of his birth planet. However, for this plan to work, Zidane needed to grow up without knowing his true origins. He needed to live a peaceful existence on Gaia, believing himself to be an ordinary human.




  THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM





  Gaia enjoyed years of peace and prosperity. The specter of another war seemed distant. It was an era ripe for celebration. Lindblum, as the capital of modernity, developed applications for the Mist technology giving the population access to revolutionary services and modes of transportation. A giant gate was built in a mountain range, one splitting the Mist Continent in two, along the route connecting the kingdoms of Alexandria and Lindblum. Contributing to the geopolitical balance, this commercial route largely facilitated trade between the two kingdoms. The two seemed to have finally given up their dreams of conquest, to the great relief of the neighboring powers.




  Kuja, while advancing his own plans, continued to carry out his mission on Gaia so as to not arouse Garland’s suspicions. Presenting himself as an important arms merchant, the Genome finally managed to make his way into the royal court of Alexandria. From there, bit by bit, he began forging a path to reach the pinnacle of power in the kingdom. Impressed by his talents as a magician, Queen Brahne decided to bring him into her service. Kuja then took advantage of his position to manipulate the queen by stoking her ambitions for conquest. In this way, he secured from her the order to build a factory for black mages in the little farming village of Dali. Brahne then charged her two jesters and right-hand men, Zorn and Thorn, with supervising the project. In return, Kuja offered his powers in service to the queen. Brahne then had the necessary means to carry out a new war of conquest to expand her realm.




  THE FALL





  In Dali, production of the black mages quickly intensified. They were mass-produced with machines running on Mist, to then be secretly exported to Alexandria via cargo ship. During one of these cargo transfers, a black mage accidentally fell from the ship. He fell into the ocean and finally washed up near a cave, not far from the town of Treno. He was then found by Quan, a hermit living in the cave. Quan gave him the name Vivi. Quan belonged to a species called the Qu, amphibian people who live in the marshes and love to eat frogs. Up to that point, Quan had happily spent his days in contemplation and meditation. The unexpected arrival of the little black mage led him to revise his self-centered conception of existence: he adopted the young Vivi and began raising him. Little by little, the soulless creature created by magic and the power of Mist began to develop consciousness. Upon the death of Quan, who he believed was his grandfather, Vivi, left all on his own, left their cave to make his way on foot to the city of Treno before heading to Alexandria.




  Meanwhile, Regent Cid suspected that on the other side of the South Gate, Brahne was preparing for a new war. Unbeknownst to him, in the shadows, Kuja was malignly influencing the Queen of Alexandria. Cid, wanting to prepare for whatever might come, took action by organizing the abduction of Princess Garnet, who saw him as an uncle figure. The goal was to get her to safety while also extracting as much information as possible from her about her mother’s ambitions. To carry out his plan, Cid chose to seize the opportunity offered by the festivities planned for Brahne’s birthday at Alexandria Castle. The regent turned to Baku and his Tantalus Theater Troupe to put on a play outdoors. In addition to being actors, the Tantalus members have no problem committing larceny, not being particularly scrupulous when it comes to making ends meet. Organizing such a show at the court of Alexandria proved to be quite easy given the Troupe’s great popularity. Aboard their theater airship, the Prima Vista, they landed at Alexandria, ready to put on their famous tragedy I Want to Be Your Canary. Zidane would play the lead. This was, of course, a cover for them to carry out the abduction of Princess Garnet.




  A DRAMATIC TURN OF EVENTS IN ALEXANDRIA





  Alexandria is buzzing with excitement. An immense crowd has gathered on this special day to celebrate the birthday of Her Majesty. To entertain her people, Brahne, the queen of festivities, has given everyone the opportunity to attend the performance. Many have come from far-flung parts of the kingdom to attend the event. Vivi, too, has made the trip. As soon as he arrives in the capital, he tries to weave his way through the crowd. Alas, it turns out he has a fake ticket and is denied access to the show. As luck would have it, he meets Puck, a young rascal with whom he sneaks over the roofs of houses to stealthily join the audience. The spectators get a fireworks show while they wait. Finally, the curtain rises. The play begins. Zidane and two members of the troupe, Marcus and Blank, make their entrance.




  At that same moment, Princess Garnet, worried by the increasingly erratic behavior of her mother, takes advantage of the queen’s distraction to flee the castle. Wearing a tunic to deceive the guards on duty, she hopes to get out without drawing attention. Her absence, however, does not go unnoticed: her mother sends General Adelbert Steiner, the head of the royal Knights of Pluto, to find the princess. On stage, Zidane and Blank put on a spectacular sword fight. After their scene, taking advantage of the widespread euphoria as the audience continues watching the play, they slyly make their way through the crowd to the castle to abduct the princess, just as Baku planned.




  Just then, the princess, fleeing the castle, crosses paths with the young thief. She asks Zidane, to his great surprise, to kidnap her and help her get to Lindblum. Wasting no time, the fugitives then escape from the Knights of Pluto, but just when they think they’ve gotten away, they find themselves face to face with Steiner. Naturally, he thinks that they’re trying to kidnap the princess: he immediately heads off in pursuit of Zidane and follows them until everyone finally bursts out on the stage of the theater airship. Meanwhile, Vivi has been caught with his fake ticket. Pursued by the guards of Alexandria, the little gate-crasher finds himself in the spotlight with the others. This motley crew then improvises an incongruous ending during which no one has any idea what’s going on! With that incredible ruse, the curtain falls. The Prima Vista’s engines start up and the airship takes off with the Tantalus crew, Princess Garnet, and Vivi all aboard… along with Adelbert Steiner!




  A FORTUITOUS ESCAPE





  Realizing the betrayal by her guests when the theater airship begins to make a beeline toward Lindblum, Queen Brahne has her harpoon cannons pointed at the airship. Without warning, she fires and manages to hit the Prima Vista. In spite of it all, the Tantalus Company makes it out of Alexandria, but not without suffering! Severely damaged, the theater airship crashes a few miles from the city, in the heart of a dense, dark forest. While the few survivors pile the bodies of the victims outside the ship, Zidane heads off in search of Vivi and Garnet, who were both ejected during the crash landing. He first comes across Steiner who, although obviously reticent at first, ultimately agrees to team up with his enemy, at least until they’ve found the princess so that he can take her back to Alexandria!




  After searching for a bit, they find Garnet grappling with a carnivorous plant, which actually turns out to be the evil spirit of the forest. It’s a tough fight, but Blank, Zidane’s brother in arms, rushes to his aid. Once the monster is defeated, the entire forest seems determined to stop our heroes from escaping. As all the vegetation begins gradually turning to stone, the crew of the Prima Vista manages to escape the forest just in the nick of time. Poor Blank, however, doesn’t manage to reach Zidane and finds himself turned to stone.




  Zidane and his new companions then find themselves in the heart of a valley surrounded by Mist. Brought together by happenstance, they decide to form a team to get to high ground in order to escape from the thick fog enveloping them. To do so, they decide to head through the Ice Cavern to reach Dali, a small farming village where they hope to find a ride to Lindblum. Steiner finds it hard to get along with Zidane, seeing the young man as a common thief. He also thinks that Zidane is a bad influence on Garnet. However, he valiantly endures the situation while remaining firmly committed to bringing the princess back to the castle. Along the way, they find their path barred by a winged being wearing a pointed hat: it’s a black waltz, a powerful black mage sent by the queen to bring back her adopted daughter by any means necessary. But the team manages to defeat the black waltz, and then continues on its way. As they’re leaving the Ice Cavern, Zidane urges the princess to change her name. Garnet is being actively searched for across the entire kingdom and it’s better to be discreet. Finding nothing better than Zidane’s dagger as a source of inspiration, she decides to go by the name Dagger.




  A STRANGE FACTORY





  In Dali, the group discovers a village inhabited only by children. Dagger tries clumsily to hide the fact that she’s a princess by taking Zidane’s advice and trying to use less formal language. Vivi, meanwhile, explores his surroundings a bit. When night falls, however, the young mage is late returning to the inn. Worried, Zidane, Dagger, and Steiner head out to look for him. Near a windmill, they stumble upon a hatch that opens up to an underground warehouse. There, they find Vivi being held prisoner. Because he looks just like Kuja’s black mages, he was kidnapped and taken to this secret location, which turns out to be a factory for mages! The factory belongs to Alexandria, as the princess observes when she recognizes the kingdom’s emblem stamped on some barrels used to transport the creatures. Indeed, the black mages are created here from scratch using Mist before being secretly transported to Brahne’s kingdom. Astounded by this discovery, the freshly reunited team decides to continue exploring the premises to learn more.




  Zidane and the others manage to sneak onto a cargo ship carrying black mages to Alexandria. Mid-flight, the young thief seizes control of the helm and turns the airship toward Lindblum, to the great displeasure of Steiner, who was planning on taking the opportunity to bring the princess back to Alexandria. Then, up in the sky, they’re attacked for a second time by a black waltz, who, right in front of Vivi, destroys the other mages aboard. After a perilous chase, Zidane, still driving the airship, manages to just barely get them through the giant gate controlling the route between Alexandria and Lindblum as it closes, finally shaking off their pursuer.




  MEETING WITH REGENT CID





  When they arrive in Lindblum, the group finally prepares to meet Regent Cid. All are now safe; Vivi, however, still feels anguished. Indeed, the events in Dali have affected him deeply. The discovery of the black mage factory sowed doubts in him about his origins. Could he be just like them? Also, during the black waltz attack, he came face to face with the fear of death for the first time. Already quite timid by nature, the little mage shuts himself off a bit more in his troubling silence. Zidane and Dagger, meanwhile, are eager to meet with the regent. Almost immediately after they set foot off the airship, an escort of guards comes to lead them through the city’s impressive fortress and to the throne room. Once there, to their surprise, they discover that instead of the regent, they’ve come face to face with an uncouth oglop, an unpleasant-looking swamp creature! Regent Cid explains that bad guys turned him into this creature before kidnapping his wife, Lady Hildagarde. The group is literally dumbfounded, but that doesn’t stop Zidane from using his biting humor to joke about the situation. Cid gives a forced laugh: in truth, the curse is the work of his wife, who, angry about her regent husband’s latest infidelity, decided to exact vengeance on him and then skip town. Dagger stays to talk with her uncle and tell him her suspicions about her mother. She tells him about an arms dealer who seems to have ingratiated himself with the queen. In any case, Brahne’s behavior has suddenly changed since she began keeping company with this man named Kuja.




  Meanwhile, Zidane has decided to go have a drink at a tavern he knows well. There, he finds Freya, an old friend and Dragon Knight, originally from Burmecia. The two decide to have a little fun during their stay in Lindblum by joining in the city’s upcoming Festival of the Hunt. In the middle of the festivities, while Zidane is receiving the winner’s trophy, a messenger from Burmecia visits Cid IX to beg for reinforcements. An army of black mages has attacked the realm of the Burmecians! Not wasting a second, the regent sends his fleet to their aid. Dagger immediately made the connection with the factory in Dali. She realizes that her mother must be behind all this. To expose Brahne’s military ventures, Dagger and Steiner decide to return to Alexandria. Freya, for her part, goes to Burmecia to help her people. Zidane and Vivi accompany her: Zidane wants to help his friend Freya and Vivi wants to figure out if the black mages who’ve attacked Burmecia are the same ones discovered in Dali. On the way to Burmecia, the team meets Quina Quen, a Qu who is a real foodie. Always on the hunt for new flavors, Quina decides to follow Zidane in order to discover the world and its culinary secrets!




  ATTACK ON BURMECIA





  Zidane and his friends arrive in Burmecia, the Realm of Eternal Rain, which is under siege by the black mages. At the entry to the palace, they have to climb over the portico. They then overhear a conversation between Queen Brahne and Beatrix, Alexandria’s young general. According to this exchange, Brahne is looking for a mysterious stone. The team then sees Kuja for the first time as he enters the room. Brahne asks Kuja to hunt down the last Burmecian survivors and, more importantly, to capture their king. The magician informs the queen that the Burmecians are taking refuge in Cleyra, a city protected by a giant sandstorm.




  The discussion is suddenly interrupted by a kamikaze Burmecian soldier. Freya, Zidane, Vivi, and Quina leave their hiding place to help him. They then get into a battle with General Beatrix, but they suffer a crushing defeat: quickly knocked down, the group is unable to get back up. Kuja then advances and gives them a scornful look. Having recognized Zidane, he of course decides to spare him, as the young man remains an essential part of his plan. Without saying a word, he does an about-face and leaves the city, riding on his silver dragon.




  IN SEARCH OF THE TRUTH





  While Zidane and his companions struggle to recover from their defeat, Dagger and Steiner cross through the South Gate without a hitch and reach the kingdom of Alexandria. While riding in a cable car that will take them to the kingdom’s capital, Dagger recognizes Marcus and Cinna, members of the Tantalus Theater Troupe. Marcus has decided to go to Treno, a small fortified town located in the highlands at the northern border of Lindblum. Marcus is going there to look for an item called Supersoft, the only way to save Blank, who is still petrified in the bowels of the Evil Forest. Dagger and Steiner decide to help him while Cinna returns to Lindblum. The team then explores Treno, also known as Dark City. While searching for Supersoft, Steiner and Marcus meet Doctor Tot, Dagger’s old tutor. Disapproving of the queen’s vile plans of conquest, Doctor Tot decided to leave the kingdom to retreat to Treno, where he spends his time quietly doing scientific observations.




  A SUMMONER’S DESTINY





  Doctor Tot is very excited to see Dagger again. The scientist then notices that the princess is wearing a pendant that is different from the one the heir to the throne is supposed to have. Having an epiphany, he realizes that Dagger is not just wearing any old precious stone: it’s one of the four fragments of Alexander’s summoning gem! Indeed, there are three other fragments just like hers; three other gem fragments that, once reunited, will allow their holder to summon the terrible eidolon. Doctor Tot then reveals to his former student the existence of these powerful beings. He explains to her that their power lies dormant within the summoners — the tribe that Dagger has no memory of having belonged to when she was a little girl. At the end of this conversation, Doctor Tot gives the group the coveted Supersoft.




  On their way back to Alexandria, Steiner, Dagger, and Marcus fall into a trap set by Zorn and Thorn. Brahne has anticipated their return. Steiner and Marcus are thrown in prison, while Dagger is escorted to the queen. With a firm tone, the princess inquires about her mother’s malevolent plans. She demands answers about the involvement of Alexandria in the taking of Burmecia. Kuja interrupts the conversation: approaching the young princess, he uses his magic to plunge her into a deep sleep. She is then taken to the castle’s dungeons where the eidolons that reside within her, unbeknownst to her, are extracted. Meanwhile, Brahne heads to Cleyra, where she plans to flush out the survivors from Burmecia.




  A SANDSTORM





  Having barely recovered from their defeat, Zidane and his companions rush off to Cleyra. Time is of the essence: the group knows that Brahne is hunting the king of Burmecia. Still, it seems that this is not the only reason why the queen has set her sights on Cleyra: the city is home to one of the four fragments of Alexander’s gem. However, once there, the situation seems quite calm. Freya asks to be taken to the king. Cleyra’s High Priest receives her and tells her that she must first take part in the Ritual Dance in order to strengthen the power of the sandstorm, the city’s natural protection. A harp equipped with a strange, magical stone is used to accompany the dance ceremony. Like a bad omen, the harp’s strings suddenly snap, interrupting the sacred procession. The sandstorm protecting the city disappears at that same moment, something that had never happened in the past 500 years! Cleyra is now vulnerable.
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