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      A Nostalgic Dream


      It was a tale as old as time: the fate of a hero who had grown too powerful for his own good. After the beasts were slain and the day was won, the people he had saved met him only with fear and rejection. Indeed, a tale as old as time.


      “Even so, I am sure that wasn’t what you were hoping for.”


      Allen shrugged. That much was obvious—he was no masochist. Of course he hadn’t wanted to be reviled by the people for whom he had risked his life.


      “Indeed. Yes. Forgive me.”


      The apology puzzled Allen. His interlocutor had only been asking for confirmation. Hardly cause for an apology.


      “Oh, it is. We— I never meant to cause you such hardship when I made you a hero. Though I know that must be little consolation.”


      That wasn’t right. True, there had been no other choice for Allen, but the decision not to run from that fact—to embrace it—had been entirely his own will. This was true of every single chapter of his past. Had he hesitated for a moment, he would never have been able to free himself as he had done.


      “But your freedom will bring loss that could have been averted, sadness to those who should have been full of joy. Is it not your abhorrence for such tragedy that caused you to do all that you did, and all alone?”


      It was nothing so magnificent. He had simply been granted the power to act, and not acting would have troubled his conscience. He had never acted for the sake of anyone but himself. If another suitable candidate had presented themselves, he would have happily passed the torch.


      “And yet you acted. That fact alone proves you deserve the title of hero. But this world could not accept you, and for that I must again ask your forgiveness as one of those who chose to make you a hero. And above all, as one who always longed for a hero like you.”


      Allen squirmed at his interlocutor’s sincerity. He already understood how sorry they were. He would rather skip the apologies and get straight to the granting of his wish.


      “Are you sure? You will...”


      Allen answered with a look that silenced his interlocutor. He had already made up his mind.


      “Understood. I shall respect your will. I would wish you well, were that not a rather odd choice of words.”


      It didn’t quite seem a fitting phrase with which to send someone to their death, but nor was it inapt.


      “Oh? Well then. I wish you well, our hero.”


      The last thing Allen saw was a teary-eyed, smiling face.


      ***


      “That old dream again,” said Allen, smirking as he gazed up at a familiar ceiling. He hadn’t expected to ever have it again. Though still clear in his mind, they were now the events of fifteen—no, sixteen—years ago. A little late for looking back to be of any use, in more ways than one. “From my point of view, at least.”


      The dream had been a memory from his past life—the moments right before his death. Perhaps “death” wasn’t the most accurate term, but he had been reborn moments later.


      “Anyway...”


      The nostalgic dream had knocked a few memories loose, but they were memories of a world in which Allen no longer lived. Perhaps ten or so years ago he would’ve felt a stronger attachment to them, but too much time had passed. The only thought of any significance was why he’d had that dream now. Allen shook the thought from his head and got out of bed. It was still early, but he didn’t have time to laze around. He dressed quickly and left his room.


      It had been almost half a year since the incident in the royal capital. Even in the remote Frontier, occasional word of the subsequent turmoil in the capital had reached him, but far away as he was, he could only extend thoughts of sympathy and support as he continued to search for his quiet life.


      Thus far, that life still eluded him. Not that the past six months had been marked by further strife; with no requests for help from Riese and the others, his life had been comparatively peaceful. But what Allen sought were truly uneventful days of sitting on the porch, basking in the sun, and drinking tea. His current life, easygoing as it was, was still far removed from that.


      Boring? Old-mannish? To Allen these were terms of praise. Sure, the hearts of many young men of his age burned with a lust for adventure. They could all go to hell. Of course, he couldn’t say he’d never enjoyed a single moment of his life as a hero, but what had awaited him at the end of it?


      “Man, that dream’s really gotten to me.”


      He’d tried to shake the memories, but still they lingered. The here and now was what mattered, though. He couldn’t afford to dwell on his past life, even if it was what had brought him here. Though on the other hand, there wasn’t much harm in it now that he was simply searching for a peaceful life.


      “Anyway, my current life isn’t exactly ideal either.”


      It was nothing so chaotic as the events of six months ago, of course. But as if in exchange for bringing that episode to a close, a series of minor incidents had occurred since. The sudden appearance of deadly monsters and malevolent acts from a variety of powerful entities had been...well, not exactly a daily occurrence, but definitely once every three days.


      Allen didn’t feel any closer to his tranquil existence—especially since he always seemed to end up enlisted to help with these kerfuffles. The reason was clear: he had attracted the attention of the guild. Besides, he knew that whatever catastrophes occurred if he declined to get involved would inevitably come back to bite him too.


      Things didn’t change when he ventured out of town. Every time he came across a seemingly peaceful village that might be a viable place to start his new life, he somehow ended up in some kind of trouble.


      Well, there was no “somehow” about it—it was the guild again. They didn’t mean any harm. It was just that the Frontier, though sprawling and open, was in some ways quite contained. Important information spread fast, and that clearly included information about him, specifically that he was a capable fellow who could be counted on to resolve any problem quickly. Wherever he had gone, he’d received requests for his assistance with whatever was troubling the people.


      Technically, there was nothing stopping him from refusing to help, but he had traveled to each of these places searching for a potential home. His first act couldn’t be something that left him ostracized. If he was content in isolation, he could have gone to live deep in the mountains. He wanted a peaceful life, but that didn’t mean avoiding other people.


      For the moment, though, Allen had given up on searching for a suitable landing spot. It just seemed like deliberately poking his nose into trouble. Unfortunately, trouble danced to a steady beat here in the Frontier’s biggest town too.


      So Allen decided to leave the kingdom entirely.

    

  

  
    
      Departure


      Allen left his room and headed through the hallway and down the stairs into a spacious living room. As expected, there were already people there, despite the early hour.


      “Hey, Riese. Always the early bird.”


      Riese turned and smiled. She must have heard him coming. “Good morning, Allen! No more so than you, am I?”


      “I mean, I get up pretty early, but you’re always earlier. Besides, even if we were the same, that would make us both early birds.”


      “I suppose so!”


      Allen looked Riese up and down during their small talk. She looked different. She had always favored practical attire but seemed even more dressed down than usual, as if she were planning to go somewhere.


      “You’re well prepared, huh?”


      “Of course. It wouldn’t be right for us to slow you down, would it?”


      Allen grinned at her prideful expression. “You’d think so, right?” He looked over his shoulder. “Hey, you could stand to learn a thing or two from her,” he said to the golden-haired girl who stood on the stairs he had just descended.


      She was a familiar sight—too familiar, in fact. The languid Noel stifled a yawn. “I’m not a morning person. In fact, you should be thanking me for getting up this early. I mean, I’m not even smithing anything.”


      “I seem to recall it was you who said you wanted to come with us, Noel.” Riese answered.


      “Your recollection is correct. But have you ever heard the expression ‘that’s neither here nor there’?”


      “Yes, but I hardly see how that applies,” said Riese with an exaggerated sigh that failed to faze Noel in the slightest.


      “I wish you would at least change out of your nightclothes,” said Allen. Noel was easy on the eyes, but this was a little much.


      “Bashful all of a sudden? You’ve seen me in much more revealing outfits than this.”


      Riese gasped. “What?! Allen, since when were you and Noel so close?!”
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      “I don’t know what you’re imagining, but I know you’ve got the wrong idea,” said Allen. “It was back in the forge. She was sweating up a storm and was all ‘I’m sooo hot!’ and ripped her shirt off.”


      “You don’t have to put it like that,” said Noel. “I don’t let just anyone see that much skin, you know.”


      Allen shrugged. They had more important matters to discuss. “Yeah, yeah. I’m honored. Now, back to our original conversation...”


      “What was that again? Right, that you would prefer a more revealing outfit than this.”


      “I don’t recall us ever talking about that.”


      “Is that true, Allen?!” Riese cried.


      “Don’t you get involved in this.” Riese was prone to believing Noel’s needling. For a former princess, she could be pretty ditzy. He glanced at Noel. “Anyway, are you packed and ready to go?”


      “Of course I am. That’s what I was doing last night. You know, instead of sleeping.”


      “We all had to get ready, Noel.”


      “But you didn’t have to go all the way to my workshop!”


      That was true—Noel’s former home and workshop was right at the edge of town, about as far as possible from where they were staying. It was a long trek there and back.


      “And yet there’s another girl in the same position who’s ready to go and full of energy,” Allen remarked.


      “Mylène?” asked Noel, casting a brief glance at the brown-skinned girl. She shrugged shamelessly. “She isn’t as sensitive as I am. I can’t sleep in an unfamiliar bed. That’s not so unusual, is it?”


      “Hey, no need to insult Mylène like that. Anyway, you’ve been sleeping in that bed for half a year now, and you’re still not used to it? That’s not being sensitive, it’s something else.” Specifically, it was Noel’s sassy nature, a property that familiarity had brought to the fore. Allen had now had half a year to become acquainted with it.


      The group was not staying in an inn, but a residence on the edge of town—the home Allen owned. Upon returning to the town half a year ago, he had decided to stop staying at the inn. He planned on staying in town for a while, and with the significant reward he’d received for his role in the incident in the capital, he had more money than he knew what to do with. Money presented no obstacle to staying at the inn, but the house offered greater peace of mind.


      As for how Riese, Noel, and Mylène had ended up staying with him, even Allen wasn’t quite sure. It had happened before he’d realized it. After he had let them know that he’d bought the house, they had insisted on being shown around and observed that the house was much too big for one person. He had agreed.


      “In that case, there’s no problem with us staying here,” Riese had told him. And then, before his eyes, they had ended up living together.


      It was particularly confusing that Noel had chosen to live with Allen, since she already had a house. He didn’t have much of a problem with it, though. The place was too big for him alone. A few extra bodies could only liven up the place—and what man would say no to living with three beautiful girls? He’d known it wouldn’t all be sunshine and rainbows, but that was inevitable whenever you dealt with other people. He’d accepted that there might be problems and would deal with them if and when they came up. And now here they were, roommates for the past six months.


      “Anyway, just showing my face,” said Noel. “Now lemme go get dressed. Otherwise why did we bother getting up early?”


      “Right,” said Riese. “We’re always up at this time, though.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Just give me a minute. I’ll never forgive you if you leave me.”


      Allen and Riese exchanged a glance and smiled. They would have never dreamed of it. “These six months have really changed my impression of her,” said Allen.


      “Really? They showed me that she hasn’t changed a bit. She’s as self-assured, obstinate, and stubborn as ever. Sometimes surprisingly honest, sometimes lonely. She’s just a normal girl.”


      “I know. I mean, I saw that in the time she’s been living here.”


      “You know, Allen, I’ve realized you haven’t changed either.”


      Allen shrugged. He felt the same way about her, and like her, the past six months had helped him to notice it.


      “What about me?” Mylène asked as if asserting herself.


      Allen grinned widely. Of Mylène he was even more sure than Noel. “My impression of you has changed least of all.”


      “I feel the same,” said Riese.


      “In a good way?” asked Mylène.


      “Of course,” said Allen.


      “Yes, in a good way,” Riese agreed.


      “Hm,” said Mylène. “I suppose that’s fine then.”


      Mylène had seemed somewhat wary at first. When exactly had she realized she could relax? It had definitely been some time before she had begun living in Allen’s house, at least. Since then she hadn’t changed a bit. Despite her laconic and expressionless manner, she was a very easygoing person—the most easygoing in the house, in fact. Even Riese had her stubborn moments, but not Mylène.


      “Anyway, there’s no need to ask you two if you’re ready,” said Allen. “We’ve just gotta wait for Noel.”


      “Should I help her?” asked Mylène.


      “I’m sure there’s no need,” said Riese. “She must be hurrying already.”


      “Got it.” Mylène nodded.


      Allen sighed. It was much too late to object, but he couldn’t help but wonder how he had been roped into bringing the others along with him. Still, there was no time to reflect on past events now. They were just about to leave, and not just on a day trip. All four of them were leaving the kingdom. Technically it was still an excursion of sorts—each of them had their own goals in mind. In Allen’s case, since he hadn’t found a suitable place in the surrounding area, why not try his luck in another country? He had never chosen to come to this one to begin with.


      Still, while he had every intention of settling down somewhere if he found an ideal spot, from what he knew about where they were heading, he suspected the chances were slim.


      As they waited for Noel, Allen thought about his destination. He didn’t know all that much about the place.


      “The empire, huh?” he mumbled as he stared into space.

    

  

  
    
      Toward the Empire


      There was only one empire in this world: a sprawling land called Viktor that, due to its military conquest of numerous neighboring nations, was home to a large populace of many races. Some would call this diversity a testament to the nation’s open-mindedness, others its thirst for territory. Whatever the case, it was no normal nation.


      The empire shared a border with the Kingdom of Adastera. Relations between the two lands were extremely poor. The empire was the very last nation with which Adastera still warred after establishing friendly ties with all its other neighbors. So long and so fiercely had the conflict raged that putting an end to it and restoring peace was said to be the General’s greatest achievement.


      Given the empire’s national character, it was widely assumed that should they learn of the General’s death, they would soon attack again. The kingdom had been unable to keep that news under wraps—it had already reached neighboring countries six months ago. But despite all the preparations Adastera had made for such an eventuality, they had found no signs that the empire planned to attack.


      There was no chance that the empire had changed. The ongoing frosty “peace” between the two nations was ample proof of that. The empire’s diverse population was an inevitable consequence of its desire to see the entire continent under its yoke. There was no reason to senselessly slaughter the people of other nations when absorbing them would suffice. This was the empire’s strength—to assimilate talented people, regardless of race.


      The powerful Beastfolk Corps were a renowned symbol of the empire. Beastfolk tended to specialize in melee combat, but in the heat of battle they could often fall into an uncontrollable blood frenzy. For this reason, beastfolk nations tended to avoid war, as a conflict could easily turn into unrestrained carnage in which friend and foe alike suffered monstrous casualties.


      Of course, beastfolk would still defend themselves if they were attacked—that was another reason the Beastfolk Corps were a symbol of the empire. The empire was able to capture frenzied beastfolk and make them follow orders. It had annexed not just one beastfolk nation, but many, and was also host to many more elves and dwarves than other countries, fueling speculation that it had even annexed the elven territory.


      That most elves lived in the Elven Forest was a widely known fact, relayed by the elves themselves. But nobody knew where exactly the forest lay. Elves specialized in magic and lived very long lives, which meant that of all the world’s races, they were the fewest in number. For their elegant appearance, they were often hunted by heartless individuals, so the location of the Elven Forest was a secret, or so rumor said. The truth was unknown. Whatever the case, it was true that the empire had the most sightings of these rarely seen beings.


      The rumors were an illustration of the strength of the empire’s desire to conquer the continent. Even when it suspended conflict with the kingdom, it still waged war on other fronts. And yet not only had it not shown any indication of planning for a war with Adastera, it had not waged war on another neighboring nation for the past year. Riese was traveling to the empire to investigate the cause of this phenomenon.


      “You’re not a princess anymore, though,” said Allen. “You’re the Duchess of Westfeldt, even if only in name. Are you sure about just waltzing into the empire?”


      “Surely that’s what allows me to do so? In fact, if the official position changes, there might be times when I’m the only one who can.”


      “Quite the situation you’re in, huh? Both your house and your country.”


      By replacing the top leadership only, the kingdom had done what it could with the New House of Westfeldt. Few would have objected if they had destroyed the house entirely, and even given the axe—literally—to anyone remotely involved. But the kingdom didn’t have that kind of leeway. Instead, after an exhaustive investigation, the House of Westfeldt had been reconstituted in an almost identical form.


      This approach had caused problems of its own. The House of Westfeldt had already been short on personnel; since Allen’s banishment, a significant number of servants had either resigned or been made to resign. The estate in particular was running on a skeleton crew. Allen had been shocked to hear that about eighty percent of the staff had left since he had lived there. To ensure that the estate could still run, the workforce had been supplemented with soldiers, but their lack of experience caused other issues.


      Based on what he’d heard, Allen surmised that at some point, the demons had ceased attacking. Imperceptibly slowly but surely, the soldiers’ training had become correspondingly less intense, leading to an overall weakening of the force. The Duke of Westfeldt had always been responsible for training and commanding the soldiers.


      “Beatrice really has her work cut out for her,” said Allen.


      “Indeed,” said Riese. “You know, recently she was complaining that this isn’t why I came here.”


      Allen shrugged. He could imagine that. It sounded like Beatrice had had no trouble quitting the royal guard after her responsibility to accompany Riese was fulfilled. Her difficulties had come later when, after arriving in the Duchy of Westfeldt as one of the strongest warriors in the land, she had been tasked with whipping its enfeebled military into shape.


      Of course, she could have refused. But regardless of the many factors at play, the fact remained that Riese was the Duchess of Westfeldt. The real duties may have been performed by a delegate dispatched by the royal family, but Riese was still duchess. And while the demons might have ceased their attacks, there was no telling when they might begin again, and the army as it currently stood was woefully unequipped to deal with such a threat. Beatrice couldn’t pretend to overlook that.


      Allen knew all this because his small talk with the duchess sometimes turned to such matters. He might even have to offer her a little help himself.


      “I’m not sure if it’s the best idea either,” he said. “Didn’t she give you permission to go, though?”


      As soon as Allen had announced his intention to travel to the empire alone, Riese had said she was coming with him. It was perfect timing, she’d argued; the kingdom needed someone to go and check on the empire directly.


      “She even said she felt better about me going than doing it herself,” Riese insisted.


      “I guess I’m glad she has faith in you,” said Allen. “I suppose Beatrice would know. It’s a lot of a responsibility, though.”


      With Beatrice’s endorsement and no reason to say no, Allen couldn’t turn her down. Sure, he could try, but knowing Riese, she would then insist on going by herself, and that would be dangerous. Better to let her have her way and avoid any undue risk. Provided they played it safe, there shouldn’t be much in the way of direct threat from the empire anyway. True, their sudden peacefulness was suspicious, but if things seemed about to turn sour, they would just have to retreat before it got too hairy. And Riese did have a good reason for going. Why should Allen say anything before he’d gotten the lay of the land himself?


      Following Riese, Noel had also declared she was accompanying Allen. Her motivation was related to the sporadic appearance of dwarves in the empire. She’d always planned on visiting, hoping to learn some valuable smithing techniques. This was the perfect chance. Noel could forge elite swords, but they still didn’t compare to Hauteclaire. She would exhaust any avenue that might help her smith a sword that outstripped that holy blade.


      Noel would be accompanied by Mylène simply because she couldn’t leave her all by herself. It was the flimsiest reason any of them had to travel to the empire, but a reason it was.


      So all four had decided to go together. They now sat in a horse-drawn carriage that rocked them gently.


      “Shouldn’t we be arriving soon?” asked Noel.


      “I was just thinking that,” Allen replied, looking at the driver’s seat. “What do you think, Mylène?” Rather than hiring a carriage driver, those from their group who could drive the carriage were taking turns.


      “Not far now, I think,” Mylène answered.


      They were right. Before long, ramparts came into view ahead. A citadel, one of the jewels of the empire. They had already ventured into foreign territory.


      “Hmm,” Allen murmured.


      “What is it, Allen?” Riese asked.


      “Well...isn’t the empire supposed to be a dangerous place?”


      “Um...I suppose that depends on what you mean by ‘dangerous.’”


      “Guess so. Anyway...” Allen redirected his gaze from the far distance to what lay directly before them. “I swear I remember hearing that monsters inhabit this area.”


      A moment later, the ground before the carriage cracked open, and something showed itself.

    

  

  
    
      The Death God of the Desert


      The sight of the thing that leaped forth from the fissure in the ground opened Riese’s eyes in more ways than one. “A monster? And it’s...”


      A monster attack in this general area wasn’t all that strange; the region wasn’t thought to be free of them. But this close to the citadel, practically within reach of its walls? That was unthinkable. People accepted that the comings and goings of monsters, as widespread as they were, could not be completely controlled by mankind. But that didn’t mean they were helpless. Monsters were just a kind of animal, after all. They each had their territory. One could predict where and when there was a risk of running into them.


      But a monster’s territory wasn’t set in stone. Though it took great effort, they could be forced to move. That method was rarely employed, though, since monsters tended to keep each other in check—the food chain saw to that. Carelessly exterminating or forcibly relocating a type of monster could cause that delicate balance to crumble, and nothing good would come of the potential results; for instance, a growing population of some other species, or even more fearsome creatures gravitating to the area.
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