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      “Behold, silver-haired princess. The city is beautiful,” he said, gazing out of the room.


      The city lay sprawled beneath us. Yet because it was night, I could hardly see any of the buildings and only a few scattered lanterns.


      “It’s not beautiful. It’s always like this at night. It’s normal,” I said.


      He smiled gently. “The normalcy is what makes it precious. Try to picture it. Each and every one of those lights means there’s a person down there, doing something—none of them the same thing. Every single light tells a story of its own. Don’t you think it’s miraculous?”


      “Really? Aren’t they all more or less doing the same thing? They’re just going to sleep, and when it’s morning, they’ll wake up, go to work, and have meals in between. They’re not getting up for anything special. I don’t think a fancy word like miraculous fits.”


      “But don’t you want to protect that city?”


      Urk. The words caught in my throat. True, I did want to protect the city, but not for any lofty reason or anything. I just vaguely felt obligated to.


      “It’s my duty as royalty. Noblesse oblige or something. I don’t feel that strongly about the city’s people,” I replied.


      I got along with barely any of them, and I didn’t have many good memories of them, either. Thinking about it, why was I obligated to protect those people? It even occurred to me briefly that it wouldn’t matter if the city disappeared off the map.


      “You don’t? Try imagining if monsters invaded this city—our kingdom. Would you feel nothing then?”


      At his nudging, I attempted to picture the city under attack. Houses destroyed and in flames. Monsters slaughtering people I wasn’t that close to but whose faces I knew nonetheless.


      Put like that, then yes, I did feel kind of uneasy. It wasn’t a nice feeling, at least.


      “Well…that wouldn’t be good, no,” I said. “But this place isn’t beautiful or anything—nothing as grand as that.”


      “That’s because you haven’t lived for very long yet. You’ll understand with time. You’ll think, Ah, yes, that was a beautiful place.”


      “So it’s beautiful to you because you’ve lived longer than me?”


      To be honest, that was the part I was most skeptical about. I got the impression that he was spouting platitudes.


      “It does look beautiful to me, yes. It’s the place you’re trying to protect. How could it not be beautiful?”


      His reply seemed evasive to me. It only entrenched the impression I had.


      And yet when he gazed upon the city, his eyes really did seem quite gentle. I couldn’t help but reexamine the familiar scenery.


      It was time spent idly, discussing nothing of importance.


      But for some reason, I still remember that moment to this day.
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      I’ve finally arrived.


      The girl stood in the middle of a fog-swept mountain.


      She was not alone. At her side, she had her ladies-in-waiting, retainers, and ten knights serving as bodyguards.


      The girl was a princess. She was one of the five most important people in the land. However, it was no simple matter even for her to visit this location. In fact, her entourage could not conceal their confusion. “Your Highness, why would you go to these lengths…?” they asked. Yet the princess held the power to stifle their objections. After all, if the reigning king was to pass away, she would become the next queen.


      She had no interest in such power plays herself, however. She clung to life because it was her goal to come here, to this place.


      Directly ahead of her, she could see a stone gate etched into the mountainside. The royal crest was carved onto the top part of it. The gate opened at the princess’s command.


      Inside was the royal mausoleum.


      The mausoleum was built out of a former cavern, which meant that there was a gaping wide space past the gate. Although it connected to the underground, it looked for all the world like an inky-black abyss.


      When the knights shone their torches at the darkness, the path finally came into relief.


      The dimness made the journey feel strangely long. The princess’s attendants were stiff-faced—they knew what she was about to attempt.


      After what felt like an eternity, even though not much time had actually elapsed, they arrived at a wide room in the lowest depths of the cavern. It was lined with the coffins of past monarchs and their kin.


      The air in the mausoleum felt bitingly cold.


      The princess pointed at the newest coffin.


      “Open it,” she declared.


      The knights inadvertently exchanged glances. Although the matter had been discussed beforehand, they still hesitated over whether it was right to actually desecrate a grave.


      “Open it,” she repeated. She would not do so again.


      Everyone present knew that the princess wielded her authority ruthlessly. Anyone who refused to follow an order would be stripped of their position and honor.


      Left without a choice, the knights put their hands on the enormous coffin.


      Krrrk. Stone screeched across the hall. The ladies-in-waiting instinctively looked away. Only the princess kept her gaze fixed upon the coffin.


      Finally, the lid came away, and the torches illuminated what was inside.


      Predictably, a dead body was enshrined within. The cold air within the mausoleum and the unique spell cast at the time of burial meant that the corpse showed no sign of decay. His visage in life had been perfectly preserved.


      As her eyes swept over the body, the princess muttered flatly, “I knew it.”


      Her attendants could not conceal their shock.


      “Why,” they gasped, “is this person…?”
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      The kingdom held a memorial festival in honor of the brave souls who died in battle against the Demon Lord’s army. It was actually the very first memorial service after the Demon Lord’s death. In large part, this was because the Hero had returned. The kingdom utilized the Hero to his utmost as a propaganda symbol, trumpeting his existence far and wide. People suspected that the kingdom wanted to declare it was the world’s leading power.


      Thus, although it was ostensibly a memorial service, it was far from a solemn and subdued affair. Envoys from across the world were invited to a grand spectacle of a festival. Spectators came from far and wide, not just from within the kingdom’s bounds. Although the event was a tribute to the dead, the living bore bright countenances. This was certainly not because they had forgotten the departed, but because their hearts were assured that peace had finally arrived.


      A young man with slightly curly, chestnut-colored hair walked along the jubilant streets. His name was Zack. While a close scrutiny of his appearance would reveal a toned physique, nobody noticed this, nor did anyone recognize him as the Hero. His looks were simply that ordinary.


      “Sure is lively,” Zack muttered to no one in particular.


      He was an important figure to the kingdom, but he had no formal role to play. At present, he was cut off from all that. Zack himself preferred it that way, and the queen and the princess supported him in maintaining his freedom. “At least until you succeed to the throne,” they’d said.


      Zack enjoyed the hustle and bustle of town. He liked the twinkling lights. During his incognito years, he enjoyed watching various towns pull themselves out of ruin. Just by being there, he felt as if he was sharing in the revival. The royal capital was no different in that regard. It hadn’t suffered directly from the war, but Zack recalled that the atmosphere had been much more strained before he set off on his journey.


      Zack examined some stalls and purchased flowers and a candle. Although he could not help but grimace somewhat at how he was bringing a gaudy, colorful candle to a memorial service, he took his purchases into an old church in the city. Every church had been a hub of activity as of late, except this one had relatively few people, making it ideal for praying at one’s leisure.


      He placed the flowers on the central altar, put the candle on a candlestand, and lit it. Then clasping his hands together, he offered a silent prayer. The faces of the deceased floated through his mind.


      His parents, who perished in the battle at Malika. Ares, who fell before he could see his purpose fulfilled. Zack’s classmates, who died in the Great Forest of Lozorof. And…


      Right then, Zack realized someone was gazing at him.


      To be perfectly accurate, he had noticed this gaze quite some time ago, though he assumed it came from someone who had figured out that he was the Hero. However, it felt cold and piercing.


      He sensed no bloodlust.


      Zack closed his eyes again. He took his time praying for the dead. Then when he was done, he stood up and turned to look behind him. After surviving countless battles, it was easy for him to identify the owner of the gaze.


      The person in question stood by the church’s doors, making no attempt to conceal her presence. Just as Zack had expected, she was staring unflinchingly at him.


      She was a young woman wearing a black veil over her silver hair. Compared with the city people, she came off as somehow refined. It was the same impression he got from, say, Princess Alexia.


      The woman’s beautiful silver hair in particular sparked a memory in Zack.


      The moment he approached, the woman left the church and disappeared into the backstreets. Zack followed her without hesitation.


      When she was partway into the alleyway, the woman stopped and waited for Zack. Gingerly, she took off her black veil, revealing her beautiful, ivory-like skin and faintly blue eyes. Her face was calm, almost too calm, and there was something vaguely cold and indifferent about it.


      “…Princess Erena?” said Zack.
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      He remembered that face.


      She was from the Kingdom of Ludonia, the first stop in his quest to vanquish the Demon Lord. Princess Erena was one of the royals he’d met there. Back then, she still had an air of girlishness about her, but after almost ten years, she was well and truly an adult.


      “You’ve sure grown up. Did you come with the Ludonian envoys for the memorial festival?” Zack asked with a somewhat stiff smile.


      “That’s right, Ares—no, Zack. But I did not come here to participate in the ceremony.”


      Sensing the chill in the princess’s words, a shadow fell over Zack’s face.


      “I came to this kingdom because I wanted to ask you something, Zack,” Erena began.


      “Did you kill the Hero of Ludonia?”


      Zack did not waver when confronted with this accusation. But a faint pain did stab his heart.


      By “the Hero of Ludonia,” the princess could only be referring to her brother, Prince Carlos. He was a war hero, a wise and courageous man who’d fought tirelessly against the Demon Lord’s army. One of Zack’s prayers had been dedicated to him. Zack’s party met Carlos at the beginning of their journey, and they would never forget him.


      The sounds of the bustling street felt so far away.


      Peering at Erena’s face, Zack chose his words carefully. “What gives you that impression, Your Highness? Prince Carlos’s killer was a dreadful shapeshifting monster. You know that.”


      The shapeshifter incident in the Kingdom of Ludonia. Zack would never forget it for the rest of his life.


      His mind went back to the beginning of his journey as the Hero…
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      After His Majesty formally acknowledged me as the Hero and sent us off on our way, we rode a rickety wagon across a route that Solon picked out.


      “We shouldn’t go out of our way to take dangerous roads. Let’s make this as painless as we can. Trouble’s gonna come for us regardless,” he said, pointing at parts of the map that he had researched beforehand.


      And thus, our first destination was north, to the Kingdom of Ludonia. Ludonia had drawn defensive lines to fend off the Demon Lord’s army, successfully repelling multiple waves of attack. It did seem like we’d have relatively little to fear from monsters or demons if we went there.


      Leon didn’t sound happy. “We’re the Hero’s party. I think we should be fighting monsters, helping people, and earning ourselves fame.”


      As much as I understood his point, I wasn’t confident that I could pull all that off quite yet.


      Maria smiled. “Whichever route he takes, God will grant Ares His protection.”


      Except I knew from personal experience that “God’s protection” was fickle at the best of times. It didn’t hurt to be cautious.


      The journey went along smoothly. Just as Solon predicted, we didn’t encounter any monsters, nor were there any demons lying in wait for us. But I couldn’t exactly say things felt cozy in the wagon.


      “Look, you,” said Solon. “We don’t need to announce ourselves as ‘the Hero’s party’ like naive dunderheads. If someone asks who we are, we just say we’re adventurers. We don’t know where the demons will draw their net around us. We’ve got to proceed under the assumption that they have a colluder on the human side. There’s plenty of examples of humans who cozied up to the monsters in historical battles against the Demon Lord.”


      Solon was chiding everyone sourly.


      “Besides, Ludonia has a hostile attitude toward our kingdom,” he added. “There might be people there who assume the worst of our kingdom’s Hero—even though we’re trying to get rid of the Demon Lord. People have a way of putting emotion over reason.”


      “Darn it, Solon. How are you supposed to save the world when you don’t believe in people?” Leon retorted, shaking his head slightly. “Sure, there might have been human traitors in the past. But is that a reason to suspect all humanity? The Hero vanquished the first Demon Lord by earning the help of other people along the way. Hasn’t that also been proven by history?”


      Sure enough, there were plenty of stories in the annals about the Heroes defeating monsters with the help of random, obscure individuals. Leon had a point.


      “Oh, Leon. Don’t be so insensitive,” Maria said. She spoke forlornly, her eyes lowered. “Solon walks this lonely road because he doesn’t trust anyone besides his parents. You can’t tell him to make the obvious choice of believing in people when nobody wants to be friends with him—I mean, when his life has been so solitary. Leon, you are just too cruel…”


      Except what she’s saying is way worse than what Leon said. Right?


      “O-oh, you think? I’m sorry, Solon. I was out of line, speaking without sparing a thought for your circumstances…,” Leon apologized sincerely, evidently taking Maria’s words to heart.


      “Oh, for crying out loud…”
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      Solon trembled in anger.


      What was I doing throughout all this? Well, I was keeping an eye on what was going on in the wagon from the driver’s seat as I steered us down the road.


      There was nobody else to drive us, after all. For one thing, Solon and Maria had barely ever ridden any horses. Leon seemed capable, but he didn’t volunteer. He probably thought driving wagons was a lower-class thing.
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      Things did not improve as we went on. Solon talked about future plans, Leon argued with him, and Maria jumped in to mess with people. The mood was still prickly when we arrived at Ludonia.


      Ultimately, I agreed with Solon, so we called ourselves adventurers.


      Demons were nothing to sneeze at. They could show up anywhere—like that time in the Great Forest of Lozorof or that time in the mountains. I couldn’t die before I defeated the Demon Lord.


      Fortunately, Ludonia was recruiting adventurers to fight monsters, so nobody was suspicious about our self-proclaimed occupations. We walked into town without a hitch.


      “We don’t have enough combat experience.”


      Solon gave his usual lecture at a tavern eatery, where we had our first sit-down meal in a while.


      There were cups of water, bread, and a few main dishes atop a round wooden table that showed its age. The four of us sat around the table, though we kept attracting stares because Leon and Maria stood out so much. Nobody in the party seemed bothered about it; I was the only one. They were calm and composed, like they were eating palace cuisine.


      “Combat experience? We’ll have plenty of chances for that. We might have fallen short of that demon in the Great Forest of Lozorof, but I doubt we’ll lose if we stay calm and tap into our strength. With my sword skills, your magic, Maria’s healing, and, last but not least, Ares’s courage, we can overcome any hurdle.”


      Predictably, Leon had a rebuttal for Solon. And Leon wasn’t wrong. His strength was impressive—no wonder they called him the Sword Saint. I couldn’t imagine him losing in a sword fight. I could say the same about Solon and Maria in their fields of expertise.


      “Don’t confuse courage with recklessness, Leon,” Solon retorted. “You only have one shot at life. There’s no such thing as too much caution. It doesn’t matter how strong you are—if Maria bites the dust, there’s no healing your wounds. Get wounded enough, and one day, it’ll be fatal. Same thing if I die. You’ll lose magic as an option. Your skills at close-range combat won’t protect you if the enemy attacks you from a distance. And the rest of us would be finished if you died and we lost our vanguard. Ares definitely can’t do everything by himself. We’ve got to work together and grow stronger as a group. Get that through your head.” Solon tapped his index finger against his forehead to emphasize his point.


      “Given that I have God’s protection, what makes you think that I’d die before you?” Maria quipped sardonically as she sipped her water. She had a tendency to look down on Solon and not really take his opinions seriously.


      “That’s not what I’m trying to say!”


      Solon was correct, but he tended to be impatient and moody. He didn’t seem used to having conversations with people. It was probably a bad habit he picked up after avoiding human interaction for so long.


      “Hey, guys, could you hear me out for a bit?”


      This didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so I decided to step in.


      “You all have a point. Just as Leon said, you guys are strong as individuals. And just as Maria said, we might be able to count on God’s protection. But I don’t think Solon has the wrong idea about improving our teamwork.”


      “Yeah, if that’s what you say. You’re right.” Leon easily backed down.


      “Goodness, I couldn’t possibly contradict my dear Hero.” Maria smiled so fondly, it was faintly sickening.


      “Heh, I knew it. You’re the one who understands me best, Ares. I’d say the same thing in your shoes. The rest of you guys are on a different wavelength from him,” Solon said haughtily.


      Leon and Maria started visibly scowling during his spiel, so I rushed to smooth things over.


      Although Solon’s ideas were sound and reliable, he had a weird tendency to overemphasize his relationship with me, which caused friction with the others. So even though he came up with good plans, Leon and Maria often refused to agree to them out of sheer annoyance. That was another thing that made all this very tricky.


      Anyway, following Solon’s idea, we started building up combat experience as adventurers in Ludonia.


      According to Solon: “Ludonia is a relatively safe country, but it’s not as safe as our kingdom. The capital is fine, but the regional areas apparently have monsters crawling about, even though Ludonia has managed to fend off the Demon Lord’s army at the borders. The actual numbers aren’t that high, however. It’s perfect for gaining a little experience.”
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      You didn’t need qualifications to be an adventurer. In a way, they were similar to day laborers. Anyone could become an adventurer. All you had to do was go to where people put out requests for them—usually a tavern—and accept a job.


      We followed the same template. Calling ourselves adventurers, we journeyed around Ludonia, taking on monster-slaying gigs. Just as Solon predicted, the monsters weren’t too strong, which meant they were ideal for racking up experience. They also made our problems readily apparent.


      The biggest problem was Solon himself.


      In the middle of battle, he would say:


      “Leon! You’re overextending! Do you have the intelligence of a boar?! Even goblins move better than you do!”


      “Maria! Hurry up and heal us already! Sure, we’re not wounded, but our bodies are going to slow down if the fatigue gets to us! God didn’t tell you something that simple? What a lousy oracle you are!”


      The more orders like that he gave, the more stubborn Leon and Maria became, worsening our teamwork even further.


      Although Solon was quick-witted, and his observations were both swift and accurate, he didn’t spare one thought for how the other person would take his comments. Honestly, I should have been the one giving the orders, but I took the longest to dispatch the monsters and never had the mental energy to spare.


      The next problem was Leon. He’d always been skilled, and so the more he got used to real-life combat, the more arrogantly he fought. Although he didn’t seem to be able to draw out his full power like he had at the Great Forest of Lozorof, he developed the unshakable confidence that he would never lose and kept charging headfirst into battle. No matter how often I yelled, “Watch out!” he never listened to me.


      “Not a problem,” he would say. “Offense is the best defense. It’s more effective if I just go in and kill all the monsters.”


      There was some logic to that, but Leon acted on his own every single time, which made it hard to call his actions teamwork.


      Then there was Maria. Although she took the initiative to heal me, she was indifferent toward Leon and Solon. She healed them when asked to, but she wouldn’t lift a finger on her own accord. When I asked her about that, she just smiled brilliantly.


      “I have my likes and dislikes,” she said. Not the kind of thing you’d imagine from the mouth of the Holy Maiden.


      I had no idea how I was supposed to fix her.


      For the time being, we followed our original plan and gradually took on jobs that were more difficult. We started with a couple of goblins and worked our way up to fighting stronger monsters and in higher quantities.


      But the brains behind the plan—Solon—became less enthused with it as time went on.


      “All we’ve done is improve our individual strengths. Our teamwork hasn’t gotten any better. Our biggest flaw might be our coordination. I might not be one to talk, but…,” he said glumly as he scratched his head furiously.


      My party members were ridiculously strong. Maybe that was the reason why they didn’t feel the need to cooperate. And since that was working just fine for the moment, fighting in real battles only served to gradually erode their sense of urgency.


      Uh-oh, I thought.


      At this rate, I had a feeling that something irreversible might happen.


      I’ll lose someone precious, just like that day…


      But I couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to do. Although everyone listened to me, I was definitely the weakest among them, and that made me feel like I couldn’t speak up.


      Then our reckoning arrived.
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      After we racked up a decent track record as monster-slaying adventurers, people at our destinations welcomed us with open arms. Apparently, now that monsters were on the rise in Ludonia, there weren’t enough adventurers to go around. At the same time, our growing fame meant that people would start to recognize us our faces, which was a concern. We started talking about leaving Ludonia.


      It was precisely at this time that we took a job at a town near the kingdom’s border: “Slay the monsters roaming the area.” A common request.


      We went where we were told and found the group of goblins in question right there, which was honestly a bit anticlimactic. Goblins were the size of human children, and although they weren’t strong individually, they did excel at fighting as a group. Still, they weren’t any match for us.


      But then Solon tilted his head. “Strange. Things are too easy.”


      Finding the goblins in such an orderly way had apparently given him pause. And he had a point—it was rare for jobs to go this smoothly.


      “You think it’s a trap?” Leon frowned.


      “Maybe. Anyway, let’s be on our guard.”


      “Hmph.” Leon snorted derisively. “You think goblins are smart enough to lay a trap? You think they have an ambush waiting? They’ll pincer us? How amusing. How about I crush them and their little trap?”


      With that, Leon pulled out the greatsword strapped to his back and advanced toward the monsters.


      I kept a careful watch of our environs. If this was a trap, then we were the likely targets.


      “This isn’t good,” Maria announced. Her expression was ever so slightly perturbed. “We appear to be surrounded. And there’s quite a lot of them, too.”


      “Where?”


      “It’s them!”


      Me and Solon spoke at the same time. Solon had apparently been using a spell to search the area. For some reason, though, Maria was quickest to detect them. Was this what they called a message from God?


      I didn’t have time to think about it. Multiple groups of monsters came into view all around us—and not just weaklings like goblins. Some of them were formidable, like the hobgoblins, which ranked above goblins and were burlier than humans, and the ogres, which sported horns and fearsome strength.


      “Judging by those movements, they’ve been trained for this. My guess is they belong to the Demon Lord’s army,” Solon declared.


      And indeed, these newcomers demonstrated none of the sloppiness of wild monsters. They had discipline.


      Leon had already started tussling with the first goblins we spotted. His swordplay had the dancer-like grace one would imagine from the Sword Saint as he cut down one enemy after another. Although it was the kind of fighting style that entranced people, Leon exerted himself quite a bit.


      The monsters were closing in around him. I knew that no matter how strong Leon was, he was physically incapable of keeping this up. Things were about to go south.


      But before we could rush to his aid, we were surrounded, too.


      “So we cut the idiot Sword Saint loose and do our own thing? Well, it works, that’s for sure!” said Solon as he chanted a flame spell and roasted a group of monsters bearing down on us.


      However, that did nothing to deter our foes. They had us overwhelmingly outnumbered.


      Cold sweat ran down my back. “Get behind me, Maria! Support Solon!” I raised my sword and shield against an enemy coming for me.


      “With pleasure. I’ll heal every scratch,” Maria replied from behind me. She sounded inexplicably happy.


      “Tch. Look at this mess we’re in because of Leon’s stupid stunt.” Solon clicked his tongue as he immediately launched into another incantation.


      I swung my sword in a wide arc, attracting the monsters nearby. I pushed them back with my shield and chipped away at them, one at a time. Then for good measure, I chucked a bottle of oil, timing it with a fire spell. The ensuing flames took out a solid chunk of the group. Although my magic was weak, it still had its uses.


      Despite being outnumbered, we held our ground. As long as Leon linked back with us, I believed that we could pull through.


      But he never returned. He was completely swallowed in the horde, and I could not spot him at all.


      My mind was spinning with regret. I should have spoken up, been more insistent.


      But this wasn’t the time for such thoughts. While Solon was chanting his spells, the monsters closed the distance between us. Although powerful spells could inflict lots of damage, the downside was that they had long incantations, leaving Solon wide open. There was only so much I could do to fend off the approaching monsters by myself. Their blades would reach Solon or Maria sooner or later.


      Desperation seized me like a prisoner, but as the fight wore on, my body stopped moving like I wanted it to. I was getting more and more wounded.


      What do I do? What do I do…?


      My body felt heavy, as if it was submerged in water.


      Is Maria actually doing her job and healing me?


      For a brief moment, suspicion flickered in my mind, but I swiftly swatted it away. I had to trust my comrades.


      Physically and mentally, my limit drew near.


      As my consciousness grew hazy, I heard horses neighing somewhere off in the distance.
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      The horses belonged to an entire squad of knights. Thirty of them, mounted and suited. Most of them were in matching silver armor, but the one at the very front wore black armor.


      The black knight held his hand out, and a fireball appeared.


      A knight who can use magic?


      As I watched on in amazement, the fireball shot off toward a group of goblins, obliterating them instantly.


      What blinding power. Although he wasn’t quite on Solon’s level, this guy’s magic was way stronger than mine.


      Then the black knight drew his sword and galloped past a hobgoblin, finishing it off in one strike as he moved through. Even on horseback, his sword arm was superb.


      The other knights started taking on the monsters one after another. Each knight was fairly skilled, and I could tell they were well trained.


      “…Those guys know their way around a battle. Are they Ludonian knights?” Solon muttered, panting. His consecutive spellcasting must have worn him out.


      That was a close shave. Those knights really saved our butts.


      The skilled, powerful knights of Ludonia were known far and wide. Their valorous reputation transcended national borders.


      “Are you okay, Ares? Are you hurt?” Maria gently touched my body, checking me carefully for wounds.


      “I’m fine, Maria. If you’re going to cast a healing spell, start with Leon.”


      I pointed as I spoke. The Sword Saint was on his way back to us, having finally broken free from the horde of monsters. He was bruised and scratched all over.


      “Don’t you think Leon deserves to wallow in pain for a while? He ran off on his own and put us all at risk, you know,” Maria replied.


      She was scathing. Although, to be fair, Leon’s actions on this occasion weren’t exactly worthy of praise.


      “Just do it, Maria. Okay? I’ll have a talk with Leon,” I pleaded.


      Maria reluctantly gave in and started casting a healing spell on Leon.


      Leon himself seemed to be aware of his mistake, because he accepted the spell with a meek expression. After that, he looked like he was in good shape again. He got back to the fight, swinging his greatsword.


      For all his foibles, Leon was still stronger than any knight of Ludonia.


      Once the knights took care of half the monsters, the rest of the enemies scattered and ran off. Most of the knights chased after them. They probably couldn’t let a single monster roam free within their territory. Meanwhile, the black knight, who I assumed was the captain, came over to us, flanked by two knights.


      “You hung on well, fighting so many monsters with only four of you,” he said.


      From atop his horse, the black knight removed his helmet, revealing his face.


      His countenance was sharp and masculine, with a cheerful expression written upon it. His hair was silver, and his eyes were blue like the sky. One look at him told me that he was a warrior through and through. Although he appeared to be only slightly older than us, the dignity in his bearing made him feel many years our senior.


      “Thank you so much. You really helped us out,” I told him immediately—before Solon or Maria could say anything awkward.


      “Nonsense. It is the duty of us knights to expel the monsters from our domain. We should be the ones thanking you.”


      Although the black knight clearly seemed to be someone of high standing, he spoke in a relaxed and easygoing manner. The two knights with him, however, gave us piercing, watchful looks.


      “Are you guys adventurers? Or maybe the Hero’s party from the other kingdom?” one of them asked.


      Leon shifted his grip on his sword, while Solon adjusted his staff. The worst-case scenario had probably flashed through their brains. The two knights also readied their swords, but the black knight held up a hand to stop them.


      “Be at ease. We don’t have any designs on the other kingdom’s Hero. I welcome anyone who would defeat the Demon Lord for us, whichever nation they hail from.” The black knight smiled merrily.


      “There is only one person who would defeat the Demon Lord—His Highness, the Hero of Ludonia. These layabouts would never be capable of such a thing!” one of the attending knights said vehemently as he took off his helmet.


      He had blond hair and blue eyes and looked about our age, which made him younger than the black knight. In his expression, I caught a glimpse of the aristocratic arrogance that Leon had once displayed in the past.


      “The Hero of Ludonia? Are you Prince Carlos, by any chance?” Leon asked the black knight, hurriedly kneeling upon hearing the blond knight’s words.


      Carlos, Hero of Ludonia. I knew his name, too. The Ludonian prince was gifted in both magic and the sword, and he had scored multiple victories over the Demon Lord’s army.


      I followed suit after Leon and knelt, urging Solon and Maria with my eyes to do the same. Solon did it with evident reluctance, while Maria performed the action gracefully.


      “Oh, enough of this. I don’t need stiff formality from people who aren’t from my country.”


      Carlos cheerfully bade us stand, at which point Solon immediately sprang to his feet.


      “Prince Carlos, we are adventurers who came to this land to slay monsters,” Solon said more politely than usual. “That group of monsters clearly originated from the Demon Lord’s army. Has the army breached Ludonia’s border?”


      “Absolutely not!” the blond knight replied irritably. “Under His Highness’s command, Ludonia’s forces are incomparable in might! The Demon Lord’s army would never give us trouble!”


      “Okay, then explain that horde.” Solon was back to his usual insolent tone. “It was clearly trained. There weren’t just small monsters like goblins—there were ogres and hobgoblins, too. They even used a decoy to lure us into an ambush. If monsters started doing that spontaneously without the Demon Lord’s army pulling the strings, I wouldn’t say humanity’s future looks bright. Would you?”


      Solon didn’t exactly tiptoe around his reply. His voice downright dripped with sarcasm.


      His comment made the blond knight waver slightly, but then the other knight took off his helmet and started talking.


      “Indeed, it was the Demon Lord’s army, as you say. But Felipe is also correct. Ludonia’s army has the advantage at the border.”


      This knight had silver hair and blue eyes, just like Prince Carlos. Maybe he was a relative. He seemed to be around the same age as the prince, and he had a calm attitude coupled with somewhat cold-looking features. By “Felipe,” he was probably talking about the blond knight.


      “Why is the Demon Lord’s army inside your territory, then?” Solon asked with chilling bluntness.


      “There’s a traitor. They’ve been pulling the Demon Lord’s army into our lands.”


      It was Prince Carlos who answered.


      “Your Highness,” the silver-haired knight said with a frown.


      “I don’t mind, Elliot. That mage saw right through us anyway. We’d get nothing done if we kept sidestepping the issue. We might as well drop the pretense.”


      Prince Carlos smiled affably. He was a handsome fellow with clean features. I cast a glance at Maria, wondering how a woman might see him, but for some reason, she was frowning heavily.


      The knight named Elliot dutifully fell in line. “As you wish, Your Highness…”


      “I predicted there was a human colluder, but I had no idea it was this bad. What’s their goal here? Sowing chaos in the back lines? If so, why’d they go after us? There’s no point targeting random adventurers…” Solon appeared to be speaking to himself, his words trailing off. “But wait!”


      All of a sudden, his voice grew louder.


      “How’d you figure out that we were the Hero’s party? Isn’t it meant to be a secret even in our kingdom?” he demanded.


      Solon wasn’t even bothering with manners at this point. Felipe, Elliot, and even Leon scowled. Prince Carlos didn’t seem to mind, though.


      “Ludonia keeps tabs on your kingdom’s movements, albeit not to the extent as we do in peacetime,” he began. “When we heard about the new Hero, we were curious about where he was headed. You might have concealed the date of your departure and the route you took, but I understand that Heroes must be cautious in this day and age. In that case, there was a good chance that you would choose to travel through Ludonia, which is a relatively safe country. Besides, you were strong enough to fight squarely against such a considerable group of monsters. Ordinary adventurers could not hope to do that. The answer presented itself naturally. So you must be Leon the Sword Saint, Maria the Holy Maiden, and Solon the Great Sage. You are as extraordinary as the rumors suggest.”


      Prince Carlos eyed Leon and the others before turning his gaze to meet mine.


      “I take it you’re the Hero, then?”


      His smile disappeared, replaced by a sharp expression.


      “Ares, Hero of the kingdom. Can you hold your head high and call yourself a genuine Hero?”
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      “I wonder. I wouldn’t say I have that much confidence.”


      I couldn’t help but blurt out something that did not put me in a good light at all. Felipe and Elliot glared at me, which made me think, Oh, crud, but it wasn’t like I could take back my words.


      “What do you mean?” Prince Carlos asked me. “Are you saying you don’t think of yourself as the Hero?”


      “I acknowledge it. And of course, I plan to defeat the Demon Lord. But…”


      “But?” Prince Carlos looked puzzled.


      “…I’ve never once thought of myself as a perfect Hero. I’ve got no talent for swordplay or magic. I can’t even match up to my comrades.”


      “Then why do you call yourself the Hero?”


      “Because I nonetheless want to become the Hero…and I can’t give up. Even if I’m not perfect, I can keep going forward. I can take that step.”


      If I let myself think this was beyond me and gave up, then I wouldn’t be capable of anything. That was a terrifying prospect. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from thinking that I was nobody at all.


      “I see…” For some reason, the hard look on the prince’s face eased.


      “If you would allow me to speak frankly, I think anyone can be the Hero,” I told him. “Whoever defeats the Demon Lord is the Hero. It doesn’t have to be me. That makes it easier.”


      Now that I’d gone and blurted that out, I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      It didn’t change my determination to become the Hero and defeat the Demon Lord. I wasn’t going to pass the reins to anyone else or put less effort in.


      This was something I had to do.


      Still, knowing that someone else could do it brought me some relief. That was an undeniable fact.


      “Oh, so you don’t mind if I slay the Demon Lord?” Carlos asked me, his lips curling into a smile.


      “No, by all means. But that’s not going to stop our journey. I’ll keep going until someone defeats the Demon Lord. The more the merrier, I say.”


      “I see. Interesting… So that’s what you think… Hmm, you certainly are the Hero.”


      “Your Highness! How could he be the Hero?!” Felipe cried reproachfully.


      “Desist, Felipe. A Hero is determined by their accomplishments. Ares is right in saying that. The loudest person in the room is not necessarily the Hero. It would be out of the question to kick someone down and take their seat for oneself.”


      Felipe flinched and fell into silence.


      “I cannot leave this country,” Carlos continued. “As a prince, I cannot leave the kingdom to someone else and go trekking in the Demon Lord’s territory. In that sense, Ares has the lead as the Hero at the moment.”


      Felipe looked chagrined. “But—”


      “Either way, we must eliminate the traitor at hand before we set our sights on the distant Demon Lord. First, we secure the short-term goal. We can think of the future after that.”


      Felipe nodded grudgingly.


      “So I take it, Your Highness, that the king of Ludonia won’t permit you to leave the country?” asked Leon.


      “It is not a question of his permission. It is what comes with being royalty. Leon, was your father, Count Müller, pleased about his son joining a quest to vanquish the Demon Lord?”


      “He wasn’t, no.”


      Leon smiled ruefully. Although the war with the Demon Lord’s army was getting grimmer by the day, Count Müller didn’t like the idea of his son being the Hero. Apparently, he’d been reluctant to even let him join my party. Leon didn’t talk about it much.


      Maybe Prince Carlos came from a similar background.


      “But that’s enough of that,” said Carlos. “So, Ares, you’re currently staying in Ludonia as a humble adventurer?”


      “Well…yes…”


      I exchanged glances with Solon, who was grimacing as if his intuition had just told him something he didn’t like.


      “Then how about you accept a job from me? It just so happens that we’ve been short on hands lately. We can discuss the rest at the castle. Will you come with me?” Prince Carlos asked.


      With that, he turned his horse around. Felipe and Elliot jammed their horses between our group, preventing us from escaping. Princes sure could be pushy, huh?


      Castle Ludonia was a fair distance away, so we managed to negotiate the prince into letting us ride our own wagon.


      “So what are you going to do, Ares?” Leon broached the subject with me as I sat in the driver’s seat.


      “We still don’t know what job he has in mind, but I can’t just reject it offhand. There’s stories about past Heroes solving problems in the countries they visited. It’s the same in any era. It’s part of the job of being a Hero, I think. We just have to deal with it.”


      “I agree. It’s a pain, but we don’t want to cause any unnecessary strife. We have to think about what happens once the Demon Lord is gone, after all. We simply need to do a good job and be as inoffensive as possible.” Surprisingly, Solon didn’t object, even though he looked the least happy of all of us. Maybe he’d thought far enough ahead to know we couldn’t worm our way out of this.


      “If you’re fine with it, Ares, then I am, too.”


      Maria fell in line easily as well. I seemed to feel a cloying gaze on my back.
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      Castle Ludonia was slightly bigger than its counterpart in our kingdom. It was also built to be more practical, which was probably a testament to the numerous armed conflicts it had weathered over the years.


      After inviting us into the sturdy, formidable keep, the prince led us to his private chambers. The walls of this very spacious room were lined with tapestries depicting valorous-looking warriors. There were also large bookshelves crammed with magic tomes.


      The scene made it clear that Prince Carlos really was trying to become the Hero. There was no reason he would keep tapestries of warriors and magic tomes in the same room unless he was pursuing both disciplines.


      The prince removed his armor, invited us to sit, then told Felipe and Elliot to keep watch outside. It surprised me that he was seemingly chasing his two retainers out of the room.


      Felipe and Elliot both took their exits, unable to argue with royal orders. As soon as they were gone, Solon swiftly asked, “Are those two under suspicion, too?”


      Leon looked surprised, but Prince Carlos was unperturbed.


      “I can’t discount the possibility,” he replied. “There are many reasons why one would collaborate with the Demon Lord’s army, not just avarice and self-interest. Judging by what you’re saying, I suppose you’ve more or less guessed my request.”


      “Expose the colluder?” I said, lowering my voice slightly as I glanced at the door. “It couldn’t be anything else, right? Not after that lead-up.”


      Prince Carlos smiled in a self-effacing way. “That’s the long and short of it. I want you to find the person connected to the Demon Lord’s army. To be perfectly honest, it is beyond my capabilities. I don’t care how you do it, and I’ll do everything I can to accommodate you. As for your reward, you can have whatever you like.”


      “Why us, if I may ask?” Leon asked politely.


      “I was thinking of hiring skilled adventurers for the job either way. All the better if they happen to be the Hero’s party, yes?”


      “We’re not familiar with Ludonia’s internal affairs, you know,” Solon said, feigning ignorance, even though he, the Great Sage, had researched Ludonia beforehand and collected information while on the road. He was pretty darn knowledgeable.


      “You can learn as you go. As I explained before, I need people I can safely rule out as suspects. Someone who is familiar with our internal state of affairs might actually be more likely to be the colluder.”


      “Do you have any leads on this colluder?”


      The prince hesitated slightly at Solon’s question.


      “…Are you familiar with shapeshifters?” he asked finally.


      “Shapeshifters? You mean those legendary creatures that can take any form? Don’t tell me—you think the colluder isn’t a human traitor but a shapeshifter who’s replaced someone?”


      Solon frowned. Even I knew about those famous monsters. It was said they turned into humans and sowed chaos in their midst. But no one had ever seen one, which made them something of a figure from folklore.


      “Unfortunately, it’s not my imagination. The Demon Lord’s army declared as much: ‘There is a shapeshifter among you. They work for our side.’ For better or worse, demons are the only members of the Demon Lord’s army who can speak the human tongue. The only people who know this are the ones who have been on the battlefield. I heard as much when I was crossing swords with a demon, though he was incapable of speech forever shortly after that,” said the prince, patting his arms with pride.


      “Demons speak no falsehoods. So that means there’s actually a shapeshifter?” Solon asked. He stroked his chin, grimacing. He didn’t seem to buy it.


      Still, demons didn’t lie. It was a well-known fact, passed down through fables, and the truth of it had borne out in our current war with the Demon Lord’s army.


      That meant there was definitely a shapeshifter around.


      “So it would seem. I’ve imposed a gag order for now, but it’s only a matter of time before the story spreads. I’d like you to eliminate the shapeshifter before that happens.”


      “How are we supposed to find it? Isn’t this like looking for a needle in a haystack?” Solon asked worriedly.


      “If the monsters know how to infiltrate our domain, it means that the shapeshifter must be someone who was aware of the knights’ movements beforehand. That narrows it down.”


      “I see. And that includes your two retainers.”


      “Precisely.”


      Solon and the prince got more and more wrapped up in their discussion. Maria sank into her soft chair and closed her eyes firmly, as if the whole thing had nothing to do with her. She was utterly indifferent.


      As for Leon, he seemed on edge, conscious of the potential colluder in our midst.
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      As Prince Carlos and Solon talked about the specifics of the job, I heard a brisk knock on the door.


      “What is it?” answered the prince, sounding miffed. He had ordered Felipe and Elliot not to let anyone in.


      “Your Highness, Princess Erena is here. I understand your order, but…,” Felipe said hesitantly from the other side of the door.


      The prince let out a sigh of irritation and ceded. “Oh, fine. Let her in.”


      The door opened, and Felipe escorted a cute young girl inside. She had the prince’s silver hair and sky-blue eyes, but she also had the spotless, beautiful skin unique to her age and gender. She made me think of a fairy. She looked about twelve or thirteen, the same age as Princess Alexia from my own kingdom.


      “This is my younger sister, Erena.” The prince gave a simple introduction, motioning his hand toward the girl.


      “Are you the Hero’s party from the other kingdom?” Princess Erena turned a sharp, not very amicable gaze our way.


      “What is the meaning of this? Did you tell her?” The prince reproached Felipe before any of us could answer.


      “Your Highness! Er, I thought it wasn’t a secret from the princess…so I, um, let it slip…” Seeing Felipe shrink made him come off as surprisingly endearing.


      “Don’t scold Felipe, please. I forced him to tell me, knowing how rare it is for you to entertain guests, dearest brother,” Princess Erena insisted, her arms folded in front of her chest.


      “Hmph. Well, there’s no helping it now that the cat is out of the bag. Don’t tell anyone else about this, okay, Erena?”


      “Yes, dearest brother!”


      A bright smile bloomed across Erena’s face. The next moment, however, her expression took on a tinge of disgruntlement as she thrust a finger in our direction.


      “So are you people the Hero’s party from the other kingdom?”


      “Huh? Well, yes,” I blurted out.


      “I wasn’t asking his lackey. I’m asking the Hero.”


      On closer inspection, the princess’s finger was pointed at Leon.


      “…Princess Erena, I am deeply honored, but I’m afraid that I am not the Hero. That would be Ares, the person who answered your question,” Leon replied with evident discomfort.


      Princess Erena’s eyes widened in surprise. “This guy?! He doesn’t look strong or handsome…”


      That was pretty rude of her, but it was hard to get mad when her expressions changed so rapidly in a kind of cute way. There was someone who got mad instead, though.


      Maria.


      Her dark eyes, which had always been large, widened even further, and she glared at Princess Erena like a snake.


      “It would seem that the princess of Ludonia only sees people on a surface level. How regrettable,” she said. “Ares and Leon are as different on the inside as gold and a pebble. As a member of royalty, shouldn’t you focus your eyes more on a person’s inner qualities?”


      Maria had a faintly threatening smile on her face. It seemed a bit excessive for dealing with a kid’s comment.


      Erena let out a little shriek as she hid behind Felipe’s back.
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      Leon, who had just been compared to a pebble, was wearing a similarly strained expression.


      “Ah, Ms. Holy Maiden, you’re exactly right. My apologies to you and Ares. Erena still has her childish moments. I hope you can forgive her.” Prince Carlos raised a hand in apology.


      “It’s okay,” I replied. “I’m not bothered. I get that a lot.”


      If there was anyone who deserved an apology here, it was Leon.


      Maria still looked prickly.


      “So was there something you wanted from me?” I couldn’t help but ask, feeling bad about how upset the princess seemed.


      “I just came to see what kind of person the Hero is. But I’m glad it was the likes of you,” she said.


      “Huh? What do you mean…?”


      “When I heard you were chosen by the Prophet, I got it in my head that you had to be this super-amazing person, but now I’m safely convinced that my dearest brother is the best fit,” Princess Erena declared firmly, pointing at me from behind Felipe, who was nodding as if he couldn’t have said it any better himself.


      “Erena!” Prince Carlos cried in reproach.


      Princess Erena wasted no time scrambling out of the room. Felipe followed her.


      “…Sorry about that. She believes I’m the Hero,” Prince Carlos said, offering another apology.


      “Do you still have regrets about not becoming the Hero?” Solon asked after being silent throughout all this.


      “Hmm? I still believe myself to be the Hero. I just can’t leave the kingdom and slay the Demon Lord, unfortunately. That might sound to you like petty logic, but I don’t believe a Hero is merely someone who defeats the Demon Lord. That definition is too rigid. Who they are depends on circumstances. From my perspective, I can’t say whether Ares is the true Hero. After all, my sword arm is stronger than his, and I’m more handsome. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      The prince smiled in a way that made it hard to dislike him. When he put it like that, there wasn’t much I could say. He was exactly right.


      But Solon refused to back down. “Ares is the Hero. No question about it. But that aside, don’t you want the glory of defeating the Demon Lord?”


      “Nobody who seeks glory could be the Hero. If anything, I believe that the title describes those who are willing to cast away glory—no, everything—in order to do what must be done. I’m sure you and your friends know that better than anyone, yes?”


      “You’re right…” Solon nodded deeply.


      “I am the Hero of Ludonia. I protect Ludonia, not the world. But there are many who can’t quite accept that. Much to my chagrin.”


      Carlos smiled forlornly.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      This is strange.


      Concealed in Ares’s shadow, the Prophet’s phantom gazed unblinkingly at the scene.


      Ludonia was supposed to keep resisting the Demon Lord’s army until the final hour. I’ve never heard of a shapeshifter bringing monsters into its borders.


      In all the previous World Revision loops, Ludonia had kept up a valiant fight against the Demon Lord’s army under Prince Carlos’s command. Although the kingdom was doomed to fall in the end, the Prophet had the impression that Ludonia put up a firmer resistance than the other countries.


      Yet this loop, unlike the rest, had strange things going on. This was the Prophet’s first time hearing about a shapeshifter operating behind the scenes anywhere, not just Ludonia.


      Does Ares give off that strong of a light as the Hero?


      Ares was not a powerful Hero on his own. Yet by making allies out of the likes of Leon, Maria, and Solon, it was no exaggeration to call him the most promising Hero in the eyes of society at large. Nobody else had reached his level even after so many iterations of World Revision. Of course, Ares possessed a rare quality of his own, but only his companions and the Prophet knew about that.


      Even so, Carlos was a shining beacon of a champion. In fact, the Prophet herself had tried to make him the Hero on multiple occasions, though she ultimately gave up on that.


      Because of his position as a prince, he never considered leaving Ludonia on an expedition to slay the Demon Lord, even when he was deemed the Hero. Even if he did succeed, the Prophet’s kingdom could never accept him as its king. It would mean merging the two countries. If Carlos didn’t become the king of the Prophet’s kingdom, Ludonia would become stronger, leaving the other in a weaker position. That was not ideal, either. Carlos could not become the Hero because of politics.


      I hate how calculating I was about the aftermath.


      As she eyed Carlos, the Prophet sank into self-loathing.
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      “I mentioned there was a shapeshifter, but that’s not all.”


      Prince Carlos added this peculiar comment at the tail end of the conversation.


      “That’s not all? What do you mean?” Leon asked, confused.


      “There may be someone in Ludonia’s inner ranks colluding with the Demon Lord’s army besides the shapeshifter.”


      “I find that easier to imagine,” Solon said, shrugging. He always did have trouble believing in humanity.


      “Oh, don’t say that.” The prince smiled ruefully. “I’m just telling you to watch out for a human collaborator who may be working with the shapeshifter. At present, Ludonia fights against the Demon Lord’s army as a united front. We are not doing badly in the war. I, for one, hope no colluder exists. But it would be dangerous to assume that the only traitor in our midst is a shapeshifter turned human. I’d like you to approach your investigation without any preconceived notions.”


      “It’s more natural to think it’s a human undermining you. This whole thing about a shapeshifter seems harder to swallow.”


      When Solon professed this opinion, the prince pointed at him. “Great Sage, you understand, don’t you, that regardless of the truth of the matter, this particular incident was the shapeshifter’s doing? The people of Ludonia do not work against the interests of humanity.”


      Solon was silent for a moment. “You have a point,” he said, seeming to accept the prince’s words.


      Then Prince Carlos drew a sheet of paper from the table. “I’ve narrowed down the suspects to a degree. This is a list of names—everyone in a position to have a grasp of the army’s movements. This should give you something to start with.”


      “I see. That speeds things up,” Solon said as he took the paper.


      “That’s all for now. I’ve prepared a room for you in the castle. You can stay as guests for as long as you need until your investigation is over. Don’t go gallivanting on your own, do you hear?”


      With those final words of instruction, the prince brought the conversation to a close.
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      “Hey, Solon, what did Prince Carlos mean at the end there?” I asked once we were in our guestroom.


      Leon, Solon, and I shared a room, while Maria, as the only woman, got a separate one. She wasn’t present for this conversation.


      Our room was decently large, and it had all the flourishes you’d associate with a noble standard of living.


      “Basically, the prince doesn’t want to blame the incident on a human from Ludonia,” Solon replied as he rubbed his shoulders wearily. “Ludonia’s not doing badly on the war front. Still, if it came out that a human was colluding with the Demon Lord’s army, it would cause a disturbance in the kingdom. It would also plant the idea that it’s possible for humans to work with the other side. That’s bad news for Ludonia. It might cause people to become turncoats out of self-preservation.”


      “I see. So even if the culprit turns out to be a human, Prince Carlos wants to pin it on the shapeshifter. It’s a political decision,” said Leon, who had been looking out the window. He turned around as he spoke.


      “Pretty much. Not that I think a shapeshifter is involved,” Solon declared.


      That took me aback. “Why do you say that?”


      “My guess is that the shapeshifter is a monster but also not.”


      “What do you mean?” It didn’t seem to be clicking for Leon, either.


      “You guys don’t know what monsters are?”


      Leon and I exchanged glances at Solon’s remark.


      “Aren’t they creatures of evil?” I said.


      That was the mainstream opinion. That was how the church taught it, even.


      Solon launched his next question without missing a beat. “And what is evil?”


      “Um…” I stumbled.


      “Evil is evil. Nothing more or less,” Leon answered crisply.


      “That’s right but also not.” Solon gazed coldly at Leon. “Good and evil change depending on where you stand. We have our own standards for those two virtues, and so do the monsters. From their perspective, the humans are the evil ones.”


      “That’s ridiculous!” Leon retorted. “You’re making stuff up! God decided the monsters are evil!”


      “Hmph. Then explain why demons can use healing magic. Isn’t that meant to be God’s miracle?”


      “Well…” Leon clammed up at Solon’s question. He had seen for himself at the Great Forest of Lozorof that demons could cast healing spells.


      I answered Solon’s question with a question of my own. “Okay, then how do you decide what a monster is?”


      “Simple. Humans decide. A monster is what a human says is a monster. In other words, they’re any creature that is inconvenient to humans. But there’s another answer that comes up in a scholarly context: ‘Which deity do they follow?’”


      “Hmm? So they don’t belong to our almighty God?” Leon cocked his head.


      “The major god, what we call the almighty God, doesn’t have underlings. Well, I guess most things in the world are its underlings, technically. On the flip side, there’s no actual difference between humans and monsters. Isn’t that right, Maria?”


      As Solon spoke, he cast his eyes behind Leon and me.


      “Huh?” Turning around in surprise, I saw Maria.


      “Maria, when did you get here?” Leon was astonished, too. He and I had both kept our guards up in these unfamiliar surroundings, and yet neither of us had noticed Maria behind us.


      “I knocked, but you were so engrossed in your conversation…” Maria smiled gracefully. I had a hard time believing she’d actually knocked, but Solon motioned with his chin, encouraging Maria to speak up. “Yes, just as Solon says, God does not distinguish between humans and monsters. The concept of good and evil does not exist to our God. Otherwise, assuming God deemed the monsters evil, He would have wiped out the Demon Lord’s army in an instant.”


      When she put it that way, it did ring true. And it was persuasive coming from the Holy Maiden.


      “But all things are given form by God,” Maria added. “A shapeshifter would be outside of God’s grace. If it did exist, I question whether God would allow it to survive…”


      “All right, all right. That’s enough of that. This is getting tedious. Just get to the point already, Solon.” Leon waved a hand, cutting off Solon’s and Maria’s lecture.


      “You’re the heir of a count—you should be showing some interest in this…,” said Solon. “But whatever. To cut to the chase, shapeshifters are not monsters. Although people have feared them since ancient times because of their ability to freely change their appearances, they used to be worshipped as gods from what I’ve read. Nowadays, native deities are treated as monsters under the church’s doctrine. Happens with a lot of things. That’s why I don’t think the shapeshifter has sided with the Demon Lord’s army.”


      “That so?” Leon didn’t look convinced.


      Honestly, it didn’t seem right to me, either. I’d been taught that shapeshifters were monsters. It was hard to get past that impression.


      “That would be my guess,” said Solon. “That’s why I think the colluder is a human.”


      “But don’t demons never lie? And one of them said there’s a shapeshifter in Ludonia,” argued Leon.


      “I don’t know any more about that than you do. Maybe there actually is a shapeshifter that’s out to undermine the humans. At the end of the day, we just have to investigate without holding on to any preconceived ideas, just like the prince said.”


      I didn’t really get it, but it seemed like we were back at the starting point of the conversation.


      “And how are we supposed to carry out this job?” Maria demanded in clear annoyance. “Do we start asking around tomorrow? Chat with people in Ludonia? That’s what I came to your room to ask. I’d like to wrap up this job quickly so that we can leave this country already…”


      Maybe she was irritated by how long and roundabout Solon’s spiel was.


      “We don’t need to ask around. Fortunately for us, Prince Carlos wrote up a list of suspects. We just have to observe those people.”


      “How do we do that?” I asked.


      “Hmph. At times like this, it doesn’t matter if you’re the Sword Saint or the Holy Maiden; you’re not gonna be useful one bit. But I’m different from you guys. Magic is handy in any situation. Listen up. Tomorrow, we reveal our identities. We’re the Hero’s party from a different kingdom than theirs, which makes us unusual in these people’s eyes. They’ll come straight to us,” Solon explained. “And when they do, I’ll apply a magic paint to our suspects. It’ll be made by yours truly, of course. We’ll have a general idea of what anyone covered in the paint is doing at any given time. It’ll be easy for us to know when a suspect leaves the castle. The only thing we have to do is tail them. Doesn’t matter if they’re a shapeshifter or human. Simple, right?”


      “Don’t you think it’s rude to cover people in paint?” Leon said with a frown.


      “Do you even think at all? It’ll be invisible, obviously. I’m casting magic, remember? I wouldn’t make such an amateur move. Or did you assume we were going to slather the Ludonian nobles in red paint? We’d be making ourselves look like a group of weirdos. Our kingdom would look down on us in shame.”


      Solon’s method was impressive, but as usual, he added a lot of extra comments that didn’t need to be there.


      I found myself thinking “a group of weirdos” didn’t actually sound like the wrong way to describe us.
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      When I heard a Hero by the name of Ares had emerged in the other kingdom, I could only shake my head at the ridiculousness of it all.


      Prince Carlos was the one and only Hero. Ares was a phony. Nothing could be more obvious.


      The prince had defeated demons on more than one occasion. It was laughable for a man of Ares’s caliber to call himself the Hero.


      Not everybody could take center stage. Twenty people shouting someone’s name would drown out ten people. To make matters more frustrating, the public was prone to latch on to any novelty. The more Ares’s fame grew, the more he took away from the prince’s repute. Even those who most fervently believed in His Highness were now starting to utter Ares’s name in expectation.


      This would not do at all. The prince had to take back the limelight, or else that punk would steal the Hero’s seat.


      …There was nothing else for it. This was no time to be choosy about my methods.


      Monsters. I would drag monsters into the kingdom and have the prince slay them in front of the people.


      Then the prince’s name would resound far and wide once more.


      Honestly, our king and the common people didn’t understand the terror of the Demon Lord’s army. They were preoccupied with defense. I would make the monsters invade our territory, and then the people would learn that the only way to deal with the problem was to strike down the Demon Lord, the root of all evil.


      I decided to meet with the demons. I knew they were not impossible to converse with.


      Upon sneaking out of Ludonian territory and into the land controlled by the Demon Lord’s army, I predictably found a demon before me. Their ilk was wilier than humans. This one must have guessed that I had something to discuss.


      “State your business,” the blue demon, who I assumed was the general, declared.


      “I can tell you a route into Ludonia that will avoid getting you spotted by their forces. You won’t be able to carry out a large-scale march without being noticed, but you should be able to sneak in with a small group.”


      “Why would you tell me this?”


      “Because I have faith that you’ll be thwarted even if you do sneak in.”


      The demon’s imposing face twisted into a frown.


      “Even so, you expose your country to needless danger. What is your objective?”


      “I want my liege, Prince Carlos, to earn glory in battle. I want him to be the Hero who slays the Demon Lord. You and your kind are mere stepping stones.”


      Demons told no lies, but conversely, this meant that our lies never worked on them. And so I spoke frankly about my intentions.


      “You want your master to earn glory? Can he not do it in battle against us?”


      “That would earn him credit as a commander. He needs to demonstrate his mettle as a warrior in his own right.”


      If I had to elaborate, one of my goals was to make the common people and the royal nobles understand the threat of the monsters close at hand. I wanted them to realize that things could not go on like this and that the Demon Lord had to be defeated at all costs.


      The demon was silent for a moment.


      “You don’t seem to be lying, and yet I cannot understand you. The fighting here is turning into a deadlock. Even if you do manage to eliminate all the monsters who sneak in, they will still sow chaos in your back lines, which will clearly benefit us and disadvantage you,” he told me at last. “Besides, I’ve heard the Prophet has named a Hero in your neighboring kingdom. Your master cannot possibly be the Hero. Even if such signs were to appear through your contrivance, we would simply use all our power to kill your master. Surely, you know that.”


      Everything the demon said was accurate.


      “Try it if you dare. The other kingdom’s Hero is one of those false Heroes who crop up all the time. Prince Carlos is the true Hero. He would never be killed by the likes of you.”


      I’d been devoting everything to the prince. I could not possibly back down at this point.


      The demon hesitated again and replied, “Very well, then. Humans are illogical creatures. I suppose I’ll have to take your word for it. That said, I have a condition.”


      “What is it?”


      “I will reveal your actions. I will tell the humans there is a traitor on their side. I will deliberately conceal your name. Suspicion will spread among the humans and destroy your country internally. Are you still prepared to work with me?”


      The demon was logical. He planned to wring me for everything I was worth. In which cause, my actions might very well lead to the downfall of my kingdom.


      Am I doing the wrong thing?


      Doubt sprouted in my mind. But I did not feel like stopping.


      Had I gone insane…? No, that couldn’t be it. The truth was that I was already dead. And now I’d been thoroughly possessed by a monster.


      A monster that would go as far as betraying humanity for the sake of achieving my goal.


      “I don’t care. But I am not a traitor. I am no longer human. That’s right—I am a monster that replaced a human. You may call me a shapeshifter.”


      When he heard those words, the demon smiled for the first time in amusement.


      “I see. So you claim not to be human. You are a shapeshifter who has assumed human form to bring chaos. That would make sense. Very well—I’ll play along with your story. A shapeshifter, eh? I will make good use of your existence. In exchange, you can use all the monsters you like. Your path will lead to destruction. Bring it on, I say.”


      And thus, the demon and I exchanged a promise.
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      My plan went along smoothly.


      When monsters appeared within our territory, the king was spooked and ordered Prince Carlos to exterminate the threat. With magnificent finesse, the prince slayed the monsters I’d ushered into our midst. He even performed these deeds before the common people on occasion.


      If anything worried me, it was the thought that the demon might be unsatisfied with this arrangement, but he was unruffled.


      “The monsters you’ve sneaked inside are all being killed, yes, but this has succeeded in drawing Carlos away from the battlefront. The tide is shifting our way. We clearly gain more than we lose. I see no problem with this,” he told me.


      And indeed, with chaos in the Ludonian army’s back lines, the fighting became more trying. Still, our side managed to maintain its dominant position.


      At the end of the day, a bit of trouble on the battlefield was nothing in the scheme of things. The prince would become the Hero, and by slaying the Demon Lord, he would solve every problem. Put another way, people needed to grow accustomed to fighting without the prince present. The king and the general population had grown complacent about the danger because the borders were so well protected. Being at a disadvantage would make them wake up and see that vanquishing the Demon Lord was the only possible solution. And the only way to make that happen was if the prince became the Hero.


      This was necessary to ensure the right Hero was chosen.


      Some time after that, rumors began to flow that Ares, the Hero from the other kingdom, had set forth on his quest to defeat the Demon Lord. The prince predicted it was likely that Ares would pass through Ludonia to avoid danger, which made me scoff. Avoid danger? What utter cowardice. It made me further convinced that Ares was a false Hero.


      And yet many still spoke of that phony as if he was going to accomplish something. Although the prince’s reputation was beginning to climb in Ludonia once more, every other country regarded Ares as the Hero.


      He was a hindrance. One could call him the greatest obstacle in making a Hero out of the prince.


      And so I informed the demon that the other kingdom’s Hero might be in Ludonia.


      The demon’s response was simple. “If the Hero visits this land, he will be a dead man.”


      On that, he and I were in agreement.


      I decided to look for Ares and his party. It was a group of four: two warriors, a mage, and a priest. If Ares was concealing his identity as the Hero, he was almost certainly posing as an adventurer.


      I looked into the adventurers who had come into Ludonia recently, especially the ones who were skilled. It did not take long before I pinpointed the likely candidates. The fools were attempting to make a name for themselves by slaying monsters as adventurers in Ludonia. What a sloppy bunch.


      Working with the demon, I sneaked as many monsters as possible across the border. All I had to do was research what jobs Ares’s party accepted, then lay a trap for him. If Prince Carlos came along after Ares’s party was dead and took out the remaining monsters, everything would be perfect. By slaying the monster that killed Ares, the prince would be known to all as the Hero.


      Unfortunately…the Hero’s party was stronger than I anticipated. They did not fall easily even against the Demon Lord army’s elite monsters. The prince also arrived at the scene more quickly than I predicted.


      The vast number of monsters meant that the prince must have cottoned on to their movements. One could expect nothing less of him. His keen eye was what made him the indisputable Hero.


      And then he decided to invite Ares’s party into the castle, likely to make them expose the colluder—me.
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      Prince Carlos agreed with our idea to reveal ourselves.


      “Given the strategy you’re using,” he said, “I concur that you would get results quicker by stating who you are.”


      The prince wasted no time. The very next day, he introduced us to the nobility, unexpectedly thrusting us into Ludonian society.


      I kept Solon’s colorless, translucent magic paint hidden on me.


      I had my worries that those important nobles wouldn’t bother saying hello to a person like me, but we actually attracted quite a few curious souls. Using the paint was also easier than I thought it would be. All I had to do was apply it to my own body, and by getting the other person to make contact with that part of me, the paint would easily rub off on them. I applied it on the lower part of my sleeve, which people tended to touch when they approached me for a handshake.


      Leon seemed to be spreading paint with his handshakes, too, although Maria put it on the back of her hand to spread to men who approached her to kiss her. Actually, it was more polite to not kiss a person’s hand when doing this style of greeting, but Maria had apparently experienced it quite a lot. To be fair, Maria’s hand was surprisingly pretty, so I could kind of understand why someone would do it. Not that I’d ever dream of kissing it myself—I knew exactly what horrors that hand could inflict.


      “Normally, it would irritate me to no end, but I will generously let them do as they please.” Maria smiled brilliantly, oblivious to my thoughts.


      As for Solon, he looked for people on the suspect list who didn’t come to us and used magic to stick the paint on them.


      “Water magic is flexible, so this isn’t a big deal,” he said, but since I could use a bit of magic myself, I knew it wasn’t as simple as he made it out to be. Solon wielded his paint as if it were a living creature, attaching it to people one after another.


      Solon was also the one who stuck it to Felipe and Elliot, who were wary of us.


      “The paint works as a simple tracker, allowing me to know where the target is, but it won’t tell me who’s on the move. So if I notice any suspicious movements, one of you will have to go to the location,” Solon told Leon and me after we finished applying the paint to all our targets.


      “You won’t do it yourself?” Leon looked disgruntled.


      “What? Me? After I did half the work by making this special paint? You know I’m using magic to track their movements, right? Remember how I’m the one who came up with this plan? If your memory’s that bad, there’s no hope for you. And now you’re telling me to use my legs, too? Use your damn head, Leon. What have you done? Shaken hands with a few men, kissed a few ladies’ hands? Even a ten-year-old could manage that. Are you really going to compare your contributions to mine?”


      Leon caved at Solon’s nagging, scowling all the while.


      I never had any objections to begin with. I didn’t think Solon would do that kind of physical labor, nor could I imagine Maria doing it. I knew it was our job, as the vanguards, to actually go to the locations.


      And so Leon and I took turns tailing any of the tagged people who were acting strange.
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      It was boring just waiting for other people to make their move, so while I was sleuthing around, I took the opportunity to wander the castle. I thought maybe I’d figure something out.


      This got me familiar with the castle’s residents. Although Felipe and Elliot kept me at arm’s length, others were chummier, calling me “Ares” as if they’d known me my whole life.


      The person who took the most initiative to speak with me was Princess Erena. One day, when she saw me walking around the hallways as usual, she scampered up to me.


      “Hey, Ares. You don’t seem very strong or important. Are you really the Hero?” she asked me with a beaming face, full of cheeky malice.


      “I can’t be important when I’m not strong, Princess. That’s what makes me different from you,” I replied with a hint of a jab, just to get back at her.


      “You don’t get it, Ares.” Princess Erena waggled her pointer finger at me. “When you’re important, you’ve got to act the part, you know. Or else, you’ll never get anything done. Important people give the orders. The people who follow the orders do the work. If the important people never gave orders, nobody would do any work. Do you get it? Acting important is their job.”


      I couldn’t help but chuckle. Although it was overblown, she did kind of have a point.


      “Maybe so. I apologize, Princess Erena.”


      “As long as you understand.” She puffed out her chest with pride, but that just made her seem like a cute kid acting her age. “There you have it, the reason why we can all safely agree that you’re not a suitable Hero. If a Hero can’t act important enough to give orders to their companions, Leon or Solon can’t do their job properly, either. That’s your fault, wouldn’t you say?”


      She spoke jokingly, and yet her words pierced my chest.


      I’d always been insecure about that. I had to be more responsible for my companions. That was what a Hero was meant to be.


      “…Aren’t you forgetting Maria?” I noted mildly, unable to bring myself to address her point earnestly.


      “I don’t even want to think about her. She gives me the heebie-jeebies.”


      The princess seemed to have a grudge against Maria. Although Maria might not have given off a great first impression, it was rare for people to dislike her when she had such an impeccable appearance and a lofty reputation as the Holy Maiden.


      “Anyway, my dearest brother is splendid at giving orders. That makes him a way better Hero than you, Ares! He’s always protecting Ludonia from the Demon Lord’s army because that’s what everyone wants. Don’t you think he’s amazing? The reason we can all live such normal lives right now is because of him. Where else can you find such a great Hero? Don’t you agree?”


      Unlike Elliot and the others with his mindset, Princess Erena didn’t appear to think that Prince Carlos should go off to slay the Demon Lord. She just wanted her brother to be acknowledged as the Hero.


      “I do think he’s an amazing person, yeah. He’s a great Hero, and he’s good at both swordplay and magic. But I’ll do my best so that I don’t lose to him,” I said.


      Princess Erena smiled as if my words had reassured her.
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      For a while, nothing of much note happened. Although some people did move about on the sly, it was mostly for romantic liaisons, not to meet with any monsters.


      Leon and I found ourselves increasingly disheartened about peeping on random strangers getting friendly with each other.


      Leon seemed exhausted in particular. “We went on this journey to save the world, you know,” he said in our room, eyes glazed.


      But Solon didn’t look perturbed. “If it were that easy to figure out, our talented prince would have had them pinned ages ago. They’ve got to be a cautious customer if they have a connection with the monsters. They probably know we’re sniffing around for them.”


      The Great Sage lounged on a sofa, looking as haughty as the subject of a painting. Even an arrogant nobleman would show a bit more restraint, in my opinion.


      To nobody’s surprise, Leon was ticked off. “Did you send me and Ares off on a wild-goose chase? Knowing this was going to be pointless from the start?!”


      “We can’t rule out the possibility that our culprit is a scatterbrained idiot. We’re just covering all the bases.” Solon waved away Leon’s anger as if it were a mere breeze. “Our time hasn’t been spent wastefully. We’ve had the Holy Maiden open a confessional service, and that’s made us privy to the insider situation in Ludonia. And of course, I’ve been gathering information in my own way.”


      “It made me deeply uncomfortable, but I have persevered for Ares’s sake…”


      Maria came into our room and gently wrapped her arms around my neck from behind.


      “Er, uh, thanks, Maria…”


      I felt like a frog caught by a snake.


      “Maria’s confessional service gets men coming in day after day. They’re totally convinced she’ll look their way.” Solon smiled in ridicule.


      “Let me just say that I have no recollection of offering advice. I simply said I’d listen to problems, and that’s it. Who knew I would attract so many people…?” Maria scowled, appearing utterly fed up.


      Solon ribbed her casually. “What’s the problem with that? You put the one good thing about you to use—your looks.”


      “…I just had a message from God. He tells me you’re beyond hope, both on the outside and the inside. And that you might just be forever alone, never to find a bride.” Maria gazed down at Solon with cold eyes.
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      “Tch. Keep your advice to yourself. Get on with telling us what you’ve learned already.” Solon scowled deeply as if he had been stabbed in a sore spot.


      “Fine, if I must,” Maria began. “Ludonia’s internal situation is more complex than I thought. Ten years ago, the young Prince Carlos began to demonstrate his talents, attracting many followers. His popularity outpaced that of the king. At first, this was not a problem in the slightest. The prince is next in line to the throne, and his positive reputation benefited the king by extension.”


      “That stands to reason. Royals and nobles alike would kill to have a brilliant heir,” Leon commented.


      “But with the threat of the Demon Lord’s army came a rising demand for the prince to serve a different role beyond that of the next-in-line,” said Maria. “After all, the prince is skilled in both swordplay and magic.”


      “…Did they want him to be the Hero?” I asked.


      “Right you are, Ares.” Maria flashed me a brilliant smile, as if she was telling me I was a good boy. “Although Prince Carlos is famous enough in our kingdom that we’re aware of his nickname as ‘the Hero of Ludonia,’ the people of Ludonia genuinely seem to believe he is the Hero. The prince himself has said from a young age that he aspires to become the Hero, and the people around him started to take that seriously. However, there were others who did not wish for that.”


      “Like the king?” said Leon.


      “Indeed. No member of royalty would deliberately send their talented heir to a dangerous place from which they might not return alive. It makes much more sense for the king to avoid exposing his son to danger. As royalty, and as a father. So the king did not heed Prince Carlos’s plea to send him to fight the Demon Lord. Nobody actually saw this conversation take place, though, so it’s just conjecture.”


      “It’s only natural that members of royalty would clear everyone else out before they have an important conversation. But if rumors like that are swirling around, I’m guessing that regardless of whether that conversation took place, there’s discord between the king and the prince?”


      “No, apparently, they’re not on bad terms. The king speaks highly of the prince as his heir, and not in a passive-aggressive way. It’s just that a lot of Prince Carlos’s supporters are like religious fanatics. ‘Prince Carlos is the Hero. We will brook no disagreement,’ they say.”


      “They ignore what the prince himself thinks?” I couldn’t help but ask. I remembered a similar situation. It was just like then—when the Prophet appeared in Daris Village…


      “Yes, quite a few people were unsettled about that. Some of the prince’s supporters have tried to take extreme action, they say, and they suspect they might still be attempting to fan the flames now.”


      “We’re not talking about an insurgency, are we?” Leon’s eyes shot wide open.


      “There were rumors of it at the time. But then Prince Carlos took ill, and that shook things up. The more dangerous movements died down. Although Ludonia seems united on the surface, it’s actually more fractured on the inside than you’d think.”


      “It’s hard to imagine a man like him falling ill.”


      “Apparently, it happened. For a time, he was at death’s door. There was even speculation that the king had poisoned him. But now, as you’ve seen for yourselves…” At this, Maria’s eyes wavered slightly. “His health is better than ever. That said, he stopped showing initiative about defeating the Demon Lord himself, and the theory about him being the Hero has also simmered down quite a lot. Part of that has to do with Ares showing up, I would imagine.”


      Maria turned a soft gaze toward me.


      “Me? Is that why Prince Carlos asked me if I was the Hero with that scary face when we first met?” I asked.


      “One would think so. I imagine he has complicated feelings about the Hero,” replied Solon. “But that’s beside the point right now. From what I’ve pieced together, many of the names that the prince provided us include members of what I’ll call the ‘pro-prince faction.’ That’s the group of people who worship the prince. He probably suspects that this faction is responsible for luring the monsters inside, too.”


      “Why would they do something like that?”


      “I can think of a few reasons, but we’ll get to the answer quicker if we just ask them. Felipe is a key figure of the pro-prince faction. He knows we’re investigating. And he has a dim opinion of our kingdom’s Hero—Ares. I’m guessing he’ll make a move before long.” Solon cracked a malicious smile.


      “If Felipe’s big in the group, what about Elliot?” I asked Solon.


      The way I saw it, Elliot seemed to be the more levelheaded of the two. I wondered if he was also affiliated.


      “Elliot and Felipe formed the pro-prince faction together, but Elliot apparently broke off from it a short while ago. It was around the time when Ares was acknowledged as the Hero. Maybe he saw the writing on the wall and gave up on making a Hero out of the prince. He seemed like the kind of guy who can think things through logically.”


      Come to think of it, although the two of them were Prince Carlos’s retainers, I had never seen them alone together.


      I frequently saw Felipe walking around with the knights, but Elliot was by himself more often than not.


      It struck me as kind of a lonely sight.
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      We still hadn’t made much progress in our investigation when Prince Carlos summoned me.


      What does he want? I wondered as I went to his personal chambers. There, I found him suited up in the same black armor he wore when we first met.


      “Ah, you’re here,” he said to me. “It would appear that we haven’t had any monsters sneak into the territory since your arrival. Perhaps they might have guessed what we’re doing.”


      “Yes, Solon has speculated that the culprit is wary of us.”


      “I figured as much. Meanwhile, there have been movements at the border. It seems the Demon Lord’s army has launched its first attack in a while. I will be heading into battle now. You’ll be coming with me.” The prince beckoned me with a gauntlet-clad finger.


      “Why me, if I may ask?”


      “You’re the Hero. This won’t be the last time you clash with the Demon Lord’s army. So I’d like you to observe the battlefield and get to know your opponents. I expect this experience will come in handy for you later down the line.”


      Now that the prince mentioned it, I didn’t know much about war. The kingdom I’d been living in had managed to put a stop to the Demon Lord’s invasion. I felt like if I was going to call myself the Hero, then I’d better get a proper look at the enemy’s army.


      But it bothered me to go without telling my friends. “In that case, I should let Solon and the others know—”


      “They’ll be informed later. If you tell them, they will all want to come along. I can see that they value you highly. That’s not a bad thing, but where does that leave you? You would never grow. I have only witnessed you fight once, but it seemed to me that your powerful companions were pulling you around.”


      “Well, that’s…”


      I couldn’t muster a response—he’d hit me right where it hurt.


      Prince Carlos’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “You should try taking action by yourself every once in a while. Your sword skills are certainly not bad. You might not have a gift for it, but I can see the sweat and tears you put into your training. That is what makes you aware of how far you are from your companions, yes?”


      “Yes.”


      I nodded without argument. I would probably never reach Leon’s mastery with the sword, Solon with attack magic, or Maria with healing magic. That was my biggest failing without a doubt.


      “It is good to be aware of your own capabilities. But that knowledge should not cow you. But I doubt that words alone will make you understand. You should come with me,” Prince Carlos declared, setting off at a brisk stride.


      I instinctively found myself following him.
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      Not too far from Ludonia’s capital, at the flatlands close to the kingdom’s borders, the Ludonian army was in formation. In the distance, I could see a horde of monsters. There were thousands of them, maybe even tens of thousands of them. At the very least, they outnumbered the Ludonian army by at least double.


      I sat atop the horse I’d borrowed, tense before my very first large-scale battle.


      “Ares, stay close to me. I want you to watch closely how Ludonia fights.” Prince Carlos gave me orders from atop his horse, as one would expect.


      Upon hearing this, Felipe drew his steed near. “Your Highness, why would you bring a foreigner to the battlefield? This is no spectator sport.”


      “That goes without saying, Felipe. Those monsters are after my head. Ares is not here to spectate, no. He will be participating in the battle as another man-at-arms.”


      Although I couldn’t see his expression through his black helmet, I could hear the mirth in his voice.


      “What if the Hero was to perish through your actions here? It could turn into a problem,” the prince’s other retainer, Elliot, said flatly. It sounded less like he was worried about me and more like he didn’t want it to be the prince’s problem.


      “If he would die here, then he would never have been able to defeat the Demon Lord,” Prince Carlos declared. Then he pulled his sword out of its sheath and raised it above his head. “Archers, forward!”


      The archers in front of the cavalry stepped up, nocking their arrows.


      I could see the monsters bearing down on our side, leaping across the distance between us. The prince continued to hold his sword aloft, seeming to measure that distance.


      The monsters were getting close. I could see their terrifying shapes.


      My heart pounded rapidly. When are the archers going to fire? I wondered.


      “Now! Shoot!”


      The moment the prince brought down his sword, a swarm of arrows broke out simultaneously into the sky and rained upon the monsters.


      “Ready!”


      Before even checking to see how much damage the first volley inflicted, the prince ordered another one. This time, the archers fired instantly. After one more round of this, the enemy army’s forces had diminished quite a bit.


      “Charge!”


      Prince Carlos set his horse on a gallop, cutting through the archers. The cavalry followed him as if it was a matter of course, and I hurriedly urged my mount onward, too.


      With cries of battle lust, the Ludonian knights rammed straight into the pack of monsters as if their entire group were a single spear. Although the Demon Lord’s army had lost its momentum, the tough monsters like hobgoblins were capable of counterattacking even with arrows sticking out of them. They still had the numerical advantage.


      The knights encircled them, flooding the Demon Lord’s army from both sides.


      The monsters attacked, one after another. Desperately, I swung my sword and did my best to block with my shield. A trance came over me. At one point, I blinked and realized that I’d gotten off my horse.


      The knights around me were Prince Carlos’s handpicked elites; I wasn’t out there alone. Still, the overwhelming number of monsters meant that nobody could afford to lose focus for even a second. Prince Carlos’s skills went without saying, but Felipe and Elliot fought magnificently as well. Elliot in particular was exceptional. He might have been the next best warrior after Prince Carlos.


      I was a little worried that Felipe would target me in the chaos, but he didn’t seem the least bit interested in that. He battled fiercely. It really didn’t look as if he was colluding with the Demon Lord’s army.


      The Ludonian army had the upper hand in the battle. But after we’d been fighting for a while, I noticed a group of ogres headed our way. There were plenty of them, and they were still unscathed. I assumed they were after Prince Carlos.


      He might not be able to defend against that.


      I looked around for him so that I could shout out a warning. The prince in question was still on his horse, keeping an eye on the battlefield as a whole as he fought. Naturally, he noticed the ogres, too. Raising his voice, he barked out a command at the Ludonian mages standing at the rear.


      “Ready your magic!”


      The mages promptly began chanting. The moment they finished the incantations, the prince pointed his sword toward the ogres.


      “Fire!”


      One after another, magical explosions erupted squarely in the middle of the approaching pack. Even the formidable ogres perished before the powerful magic.


      If only I could wield magic better.


      The thought briefly crossed my mind, although it seemed to me that the mages were quite exhausted after pulling off that feat. Being with Solon all the time had made me forget how difficult it was to cast consecutively. People only had so much magical energy, and it took a fair amount of time to recover after launching a big spell.


      In other words, it was a trump card that could only be used once per battle. Prince Carlos had decided this was the time to play it.


      The battle wasn’t over yet, though. The demon in charge of these troops was probably trying to wear out the Ludonian army physically and mentally. There was no doubt in my mind that they’d sacrificed those monsters to achieve their end.


      Carlos continued shouting from atop his horse. It was as if his existence spurred people on. As long as he was well, and as long as the tide of battle stayed their way, everyone rallied on.


      The battle continued, and before I knew it, there were way fewer Ludonian knights around me. They didn’t die so much as get wrapped up in the chaos of the battle, which took hold of everyone, friend and foe alike.


      I played my part in this, cutting down a hobgoblin. It was a strong foe, and pulling off that win made me relax my guard a tad. I didn’t notice the ogre charging right next to it. It came at me, raising a massive scythe above its head—except its arm didn’t rise any further.


      I heard the dull sound of metal cleaving flesh.


      The ogre that’d been after me crumpled to the ground, blood streaming from its decapitated neck. Prince Carlos had come galloping on his horse, using the momentum to cut the monster’s head right off.


      “Ares, you can use healing magic, right? Could you heal my fatigue?” the prince called out to me from his horse, not sparing a moment to bask in how he had saved my life.


      “Prince…”


      I chanted a prayer, just as asked. As I was doing this, the prince kept up the fight, shielding me from the enemies.


      A tiny light enveloped the prince. But since I was curing his fatigue, it didn’t show a visible effect.


      “Handy things, Heroes.” He sounded happy, so I guessed that the prayer worked as intended. “You can fight on the front lines, and you can use magic to attack and heal. Every kingdom needs one—no, a squad of soldiers like you.”


      With that joking remark, the prince dashed off again, though not without a final comment.


      “Ares, if you ever write your life story in the years to come, make sure you mention that the prince of Ludonia saved you. It’s thanks to him that you beat the Demon Lord.”
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      How much time had gone by? We started at midday, and now the sun was setting.


      That was when the Demon Lord’s army finally began its retreat.


      Chasing after them was…impossible. The Ludonian army was just as spent. I was absolutely beat. I didn’t even have the strength to hold my sword anymore.


      In an attempt to intimidate the Demon Lord’s army, Prince Carlos roared about his army’s victory over theirs. His knights and soldiers shouted along with him. I even joined in, too. There was an indescribable sense of elation within me, as well as a faint sense of futility.


      The battlefield was littered with tons of monster corpses. The bodies of Ludonian soldiers lay there, too, albeit in fewer numbers. Some of the knights I’d been fighting shoulder to shoulder with not so long ago were among the dead. Although it wasn’t my first time seeing someone die, it was my first time seeing so much death in general, be it humans or monsters.


      “You did a good job. No wonder you’re the Hero,” Prince Carlos said to me as he approached. He had already taken off his helmet, revealing an affable smile.


      “You too, Prince… You were an incredible commander. You did everything perfectly, didn’t you? And yet there were still casualties…”


      He really did fight magnificently. I didn’t question why people called him the Hero of Ludonia.


      “Perfectly? What are you talking about?”


      “Huh?”


      I couldn’t help myself; I stared straight at the prince. His face was void of any expression.


      “Perfection doesn’t exist in this world. On reflection, there might have been better times to fire the arrows, to perform the charge, to discharge the spell,” he said. “Perhaps I should have done it a little earlier or a little later, and that would have produced a better result. Perhaps fewer of my soldiers and knights would be dead. That is what I think about after every battle. I never stop thinking about it. Do you know why that is?”


      “No…”


      There was no way I could know. I could never be anyone so important.
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      “Because it is my responsibility. Listen, Ares—Hero—you must not fear responsibility. The reason you do not give orders to your companions is because of your fear. You are afraid that it may be your fault if things fail to go well or if your friends are hurt. You might think it better to leave the decisions to other people because it’s easier that way or they might do it better. But know this, Ares.”


      The prince’s face turned stiff.


      “Do you not believe that a Hero is a Hero because they possess the resolve? A resolve that may well be called recklessness. For a Hero is willing to bear the future of all humanity. No ordinary person can carry that burden. Do you agree with me, or do you not?”


      “Well…”


      Perhaps he was right. I thought I’d be content as long as I beat the Demon Lord. That things would work out as long as I tried hard enough. But that wasn’t all there was to it.


      My gaze was stuck on the piles of corpses just ahead in the distance. I was going to the Demon Lord’s territory in order to bring an end to this fighting. And my power alone was far from enough to cut it.


      “It’s best not to be overly tense, either. You seem like someone who wears their heart on their sleeve.” The prince’s expression relaxed. “But still, Ares, you must prepare yourself. The road ahead of you is not as easy as you think. Your dreams will not be fulfilled if you throw your life away. Anyone can resolve to die—even the weak at heart, for instance. The Hero is the opposite. You must resolve to live, come what may. And you must become the light of humanity and take the lives of others upon your shoulders. It is a harsh road, one that will make you want to flee from it. Do you understand?”


      He spoke that final part with a tone of gentle admonishment.


      I couldn’t say anything. I felt as if he’d pierced me with a blade.


      “If you cannot find your resolve, feel free to tell me anytime. I’ll become the Hero in your place.”


      With that teasing comment, Prince Carlos flashed a serene smile.
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      After the battle at the border, the Ludonian knights made a triumphant return to the capital.


      This was important, too, according to Prince Carlos. The people were easily shaken unless they were shown that the Ludonian army was strong, that they were safe, and that the kingdom’s actions were indisputably correct.


      The public cheered for us fanatically as we made our way on horseback toward the castle. The streets teemed with people, all of them chanting Ludonia’s and Prince Carlos’s names.


      Although it was a warm welcome, many of the soldiers were actually still at the battlefield, collecting the bodies of their comrades and disposing of their enemies’ corpses. The knights were the only ones to come back straight away, and this was merely to set a joyous scene. From what I’d heard, they would deliver the bodies of the fallen soldiers to their relatives and hold a joint funeral for them afterward.


      The thought brought a gloomy expression to my face.


      “Smile, Ares,” Prince Carlos called out to me. He had invited me to his side for our triumphant return, and our horses paced in step with each other. “The people will feel suspicious if you do not smile. Everyone is anxious. They’re thinking, We won, but that could have gone very badly. Your unease will squander our victory. So smile, Ares. Even when the world is too grim for smiles.”


      True to his word, the prince was smiling. His face was calm and composed, the kind of expression that felt reassuring to look at.


      “You are the Hero. The Hero is humanity’s light of hope. That light must never waver or show uncertainty. That is why you must smile, even during the most trying of times.”


      I knew the prince was right. So I forced myself to smile.


      “See, you can do it.” Then Carlos let out a deep exhale and shouted, “Listen well, people of Ludonia! I fought alongside this man, Ares the Hero, in our last battle! Ares slayed a hundred monsters and showed us his might! I believe in him! I believe he is the Hero who will slay the Demon Lord! The Demon Lord will fall in our near future!”


      The crowd exploded into wild cheers. Then they started shouting my name—“Ares the Hero!”—over and over and over.


      Feeling my face go stiff, I waved my hands as if to brush off the voices.


      “I’ll let you have the seat of Hero. I suppose I have to,” Prince Carlos said, winking at me. But then he continued in a low voice, “I’ll let you carry the hopes of my nation’s people. You can bear them along with me. That is what it means to be the Hero. Be strong, Ares. No matter what may come to pass. It is good to be reflective, but you must never become a prisoner to the past. No matter what.”


      For some reason, the look the prince directed at me seemed terribly grim.


      I went back to the castle after the parade, only to find my friends waiting for me, not even hiding the sour looks on their faces.
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      “Don’t go off on your own. What if the worst happened? Don’t you realize that you’re carrying the fate of the world?” Leon demanded, his normally composed face contorted in anger.


      “Sorry, Leon.”


      He didn’t say it, but he’d probably gone tailing people for the investigation while I was away. I felt bad for him having to do that on his own.


      “He’s right, Ares,” Maria agreed. “There could be people in Ludonia with an ax to grind against you, don’t you think? Someone might have attacked you from behind in the battle. Then what would have happened? I could have healed you if I was nearby, but you might have died otherwise. You know that, yes?”


      Maria had a teary expression, as if she was deeply concerned from the bottom of her heart. Like a religious painting of a saint. Yeah, that hit me right in the chest.


      “Prince Carlos asked me to join him out of the blue. I couldn’t refuse… I know that was bad of me, Maria. I’m sorry.”


      Although I’d gotten a lot out of the experience, apologies came first.


      “Really? If you’ve learned your lesson, then never leave my side again, please. You don’t want to put yourself in danger. Specifically, I’d like you to stay within an arm’s length of me at all times. Do you understand?”


      Maria’s worried expression flipped into a shady smile. I found it kind of unsettling, so I smiled back and decided to avoid answering.


      “Anyway, let’s talk about the prince,” said Solon. “He might have had an agenda for bringing you out.” Although he was frowning heavily, Solon showed that he understood what this incident was about.


      “His agenda? I guess it was a good experience…”


      “That’s not what I mean.” The Great Sage let out a sigh. “He might have been trying to flush out the colluder. He made you fight at his side, didn’t he? What if his idea was to cut down anyone who made a suspicious move and pass it off as one of the battle casualties?”


      “That makes sense. If they died in battle, their honor would be preserved. He could make out that the collusion never happened.” Leon put a hand on his chin, looking impressed.


      “The prince might not be the Hero, but he’s definitely a champion of the people. I wouldn’t put this past him. And one more thing. Didn’t he acknowledge you as the Hero and lavish you with praise when you got back to the capital? That was a brilliant move. Although its surface-level effect was to reassure the public, the prince could settle the Hero debate within Ludonia once and for all by declaring Ares as the Hero. I’m guessing he thinks the colluder belongs to the pro-prince faction. Assuming that’s the case, making Ares the Hero could cause the colluder give up and stop drawing monsters into the kingdom.”


      There was logic to what Solon said. Prince Carlos sure was juggling a lot of different plates in his mind. Maybe he was way more cut out to be the Hero than I was.


      “A shapeshifter is a whole other can of worms, but the best way to deal with a human colluder is to pretend their actions never happened at all,” Solon continued. “It takes time and work to assemble the monsters and pass off someone’s death as a battle casualty. Prince Carlos thought that far ahead. That said, it’s possible that this incident might have the opposite effect.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “They might lose their head and try to finish off Ares. To be fair, that would make our investigation easier.”


      Solon looked entirely unruffled despite having said something so dramatic.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      One night, a while after that happened, one of our painted targets left the castle. They might have been waiting for things to settle down. Solon alerted me of what happened.


      “Whose turn is it tonight?” he asked, looking between me and Leon.


      “Mine.” I raised my hand.


      Solon told me the specific location, and I exited the room to pursue our target.


      Although it was genuinely tough to slip away from the castle when there were so many soldiers around on guard duty, Leon and I borrowed an amulet from Solon that concealed our presence, which made it relatively easy to sneak out. The amulet didn’t completely hide us—apparently, it just meant people would be more likely to overlook us. According to Solon, it “made it so that people looked at you like a bug, the same way a woman looked at a man she had no romantic feelings for.”


      I thought that was a harsh way of putting it, but Maria had beamed when she heard that description. “That sounds about right,” she agreed. I really wanted to hope that Maria was speaking only for herself there.


      Anyway, I managed to get out of the castle again, just like all the other times. I ran along the road that Solon had told me about, looking for the target in question. Finally, I spotted what appeared to be a man walking around, cautiously taking in his surroundings. The stars were the only source of light, which made it hard to discern their gender.


      I followed the man for a while until he eventually arrived at a decently large mansion. It probably belonged to a noble, though this was a common scene for trysts.


      I assumed this time would be just like all the others. Yet the moment I saw the man’s face in the torchlight at the mansion’s gate, I sucked in a breath.


      It was Felipe.


      His countenance was tense in every sense of the word. Given that he was around my age, he could have been nervous about having a secret liaison with a woman, but I had to make sure.


      When Felipe entered the gate, I crept after him. Obviously, I couldn’t go through the same gate he used, which meant that I had no choice but to scale the walls around the mansion. Fortunately, they weren’t that high. I put my hands on the top and hoisted myself over in one smooth motion.


      But down there, in the garden, ten men were waiting for me. Although they weren’t in armor, they did have swords in their hands. Judging by the way they carried themselves, my guess was that they were all knights.


      Felipe was also present.


      “I’ve been expecting you, Ares the false Hero,” he announced in a monotone as he drew his sword.
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      Make my lord Carlos the Hero.


      Even I was well aware that this was a delusion. But the knights who died to save my life did so believing that our liege was the Hero, who would save the world. There was no going back now.


      Even before we took to the battlefield, the Ludonian army’s real enemy was not the Demon Lord’s army but our allies in the back lines.


      “Make sure you don’t pursue the enemy.”


      “Focus on defense.”


      “We must not launch our own attacks.”


      The agenda set forth under the king’s name ran along those lines. Perhaps that wouldn’t have been the wrong idea if we were up against human foes. However, there were no people in the Demon Lord’s army. Even if they suffered a major defeat, they could swiftly recover by gathering a bunch of monsters. Beating them only meant that they would attack again after enough time had passed.


      And so, to secure a true victory, we had to take out the demon commander. As long as he lived, the army would attack time and again. Naturally, a strategy based entirely around defense was an impossible task. The military made countless requests to launch its own attack. And every single time, the answer was no. “It is too risky,” they were told.


      It wore away at the knights and soldiers who defended the border.


      During this time, Prince Carlos was dispatched to a fortress at the border to take up his role as a frontline commander. Elliot and I went with him.


      The Hero of Ludonia, renowned for his skill at both swordplay and magic… Prince Carlos’s arrival was heralded far and wide before he even arrived at the battlefield. His support among the citizens would stabilize morale, and deploying a member of royalty at the front lines would appease the military as well.


      It worked well at first. The prince lived up to expectations. He stood at the fore, swinging his sword, rousing his allies, and using powerful spells to push back the monsters. Through his many military victories, he proved that his alias was no lie. Even the knights and soldiers who’d been initially skeptical of his strength warmed up to him the more they saw him on the battlefield.


      The shining Hero of Ludonia. When he slew multiple demons in battle, he demonstrated a level of talent that would make anyone think that he was capable of defeating even the Demon Lord himself. He shone brilliantly enough that he made it seem like nothing was beyond him.


      And yet the prince grew steadily wearier. No matter how many monsters he cut down, they would always replenish their forces easily, like a potato harvest, and press in for another attack. His string of victories meant nothing. Eventually, even we, who’d been dispatched by the king in an attempt at appeasement, came to realize the futility of a defense-only strategy. We would never win unless we defeated the demon who served as the enemy general.


      The enemy knew that, too, because they only ever sent low-level monsters to the front lines. The high-ranking demon who served as the commander gave his orders from the back lines, never exposing himself to danger. Their straightforward, repetitive assaults chipped away at the Ludonian forces. The demons were no fools. They knew of our circumstances and employed their best tactics against us.


      “Things may get worse unless we defeat the demon commander.”


      The prince himself started expressing that sentiment, one that many of our generals concurred with. It only stood to reason, given that they had been saying it all along.


      Yet despite the prince’s reports, the king and his retainers, cloistered in the royal capital, strictly forbade the Ludonian army from launching its own attacks. It made sense from a conventional standpoint. Defending was easier than attacking, and attacking came with risks. The king did not want to court danger.


      The battle continued like a chronic illness. Only our side took losses.


      Eventually, our talented prince laid down a decision.


      “I will slay the demon commander. A true Hero can defeat the Demon Lord. Assuming I am the Hero, a demon would pose no trouble for me.”


      None of his comrades in arms spoke a word of disagreement.


      If that was what Prince Carlos, our future king, believed, then not even those at the capital could reproach him harshly. And indeed, everyone fell in line.


      The plan the prince made with the military staff was simple. First, they would drive back the incoming army as they always did. Then while the enemy was retreating, our own troops would attack en masse. Given that our side had never once pursued the enemy, the prince expected that this would be functionally the same as an ambush.


      Needless to say, the goal was to take out the demon commander. Ideally, he would die in the counterattack, although everyone expected that he would swiftly retreat from the battle. So the ultimate goal was to prepare a troop of elite fighters under the prince’s command beforehand who would circle around to the back lines and kill the demon as he was fleeing.


      The simplicity of the plan made it easy to understand, and it also seemed likely to succeed. The Demon Lord’s army took the same repetitive actions, which meant that they were not anticipating us to pursue them. At least, they wouldn’t see this attack coming, since it was the first.


      The plan went into motion without anyone even asking the capital for directions.


      It took place during a routine skirmish. The Ludonian army fended off the Demon Lord’s army as it always did. They did not act as if they had a trick up their sleeve, nor did they fight with more zeal than necessary.


      Meanwhile, Prince Carlos chose a group of elite knights, which included Elliot and me, to accompany him. Our horses took a wide detour around the Demon Lord’s army, and we successfully positioned ourselves at the rear.


      All we had to do was wait for the Demon Lord’s army to retreat. And indeed, the Ludonian army succeeded as usual at defending its fort. The Demon Lord’s army began to pull back.


      At this point, the Ludonian army at the fort rallied all its troops and began to pursue the retreating foes, taking out swathes of monsters as they pressed toward the enemy base. The high-ranking demon commander beat an unhurried retreat to the back lines.


      Everything went according to plan. As we lay in wait for the fleeing demon, an ambush appeared before us. That’s right—it all went according to the demon’s plan.


      He had anticipated our move and had troops lying in wait in the back lines this entire time. We were squeezed between the retreating main forces and the hidden troops at the rear. Chaos broke out, and in the next instant, we were swallowed by the Demon Lord’s army. The battle was a hellish one.


      The knights who’d come with our prince served as his shield and perished one after another.


      “Let Prince Carlos be the Hero…”


      They all shared the same final words. They died believing the prince was the one person capable of defeating the demon and, subsequently, the Demon Lord.


      And because of the price those knights paid in blood, the remainder of the Ludonian army arrived in time to allow the rest of us to escape with our lives.


      All the blame for the failed mission fell on the general who served as our liege’s aide. Accused of insubordination, he was dismissed from his position. The new general who was sent to replace him was a stickler for following orders.


      And we were back to square one.


      Except it wasn’t exactly the same. We’d lost many talented knights from that failure, and it made our situation worse. Although our lord Carlos wasn’t blamed directly for it, he was put in an extremely uncomfortable position. For a time, he was called back to the capital, where he apparently was sternly reprimanded.


      Perhaps my liege did indeed bear responsibility for that grave outcome. Either way, however, our future looked grim. If we let this one failure deter us, then for what purpose did those knights die for? If only we had one more chance, I would make sure that we did not fail.


      Those dastards in the capital were obstacles. A bunch of old men who were nothing but talk, demanding that we fight conservatively without knowing a thing about what went on. Sensing the impending danger, we began to amass allies so that we could put our lord Carlos onto the throne. We were even prepared to do battle for it.


      Yet just when we were about to act, our liege fell ill…


      However, it was too soon for me to give up.


      “Let Prince Carlos be the Hero.”


      Those words were still etched into my soul.
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      “Why, Felipe? Why are you so bent on seeing me as your enemy?” I asked as I drew my sword, attempting to keep the knights around me in check.


      “There is only one Hero, and that is Prince Carlos. No other Hero is necessary,” Felipe declared. His face was pale, and I couldn’t bring myself to believe he was speaking from the heart.


      “You’re wrong! It doesn’t matter who the Hero is as long as they beat the Demon Lord! The true Hero is whoever manages to slay him! It doesn’t have to be me!”


      “‘It doesn’t matter who the Hero is as long as they beat the Demon Lord,’ you say? It’s because everyone thinks that way that His Highness could not become the Hero. His Majesty and his retainers are so fixated on their own safety that they simply use His Highness to protect Ludonia. And they justify their selfish thinking by claiming that anyone can be the Hero, that it doesn’t matter as long as someone defeats the Demon Lord.”


      “But why does that mean you have to attack me?!”


      “Because you took on the name of the Hero. If you’re gone, then His Majesty and everyone else will get it through their heads nobody but His Highness can be the Hero. Almost all our neighboring countries expect you to do the deed, not just your kingdom. And yet the only thing you have to your name is the fact that the Prophet chose you,” Felipe retorted. “I could accept it if you had the skills. But I was watching you when we saved you from the monsters and in that last battle, too—Ares, your power isn’t that great. You are vastly inferior to Prince Carlos. You could never defeat the likes of the Demon Lord. You are a phony who rides on the reputation of your comrades. You cannot save the world. And that is why I cannot stand your presence!”


      He wasn’t happy because of how much weaker I was compared with Leon and the others? People said that to me all the time. Nobody knew it better than I did.


      “But Prince Carlos was satisfied with me! He acknowledged me as the Hero, didn’t he?! You’re going against his will!”


      I didn’t want to make excuses for myself, but at the very least, I didn’t think humans should be fighting one another. I was willing to use whatever logic it took to convince Felipe.


      “Even if it means opposing the prince for a time, this is the right way,” he said “If I kill you, then His Highness’s strong sense of responsibility will compel him to become the Hero in your stead.”


      “But he’ll never forgive any of you!”


      “I’m prepared for that. None of us fear death. We are willing to cast away our lives for the sake of humanity’s future!”


      “Anyone can resolve to die.”


      Prince Carlos’s words rang through my mind.


      Felipe’s logic was over-the-top, but there was indeed a chance that if his group killed me, Prince Carlos would take on the Hero’s mantle and set off to slay the Demon Lord. Perhaps their actions weren’t wrong in that sense.


      “…So any further discussion is pointless?” I asked.


      “That’s right. You’re not strong enough to survive against this many people. How about you give up and die quietly?” Felipe declared, a note of pity in his voice.


      “No, I think I’ve bought enough time.”


      “What?”


      At that moment, the sound of snapping wood rang out toward the gate.


      The knights swarming me instinctively turned their attention away. Not wasting the opportunity, I took off into a sprint, slashing a knight on the side of his torso as I broke out of the crowd.


      “Gah!”


      I heard the wounded knight cry as he fell to the ground behind me with a thud. It was my first time slashing a human, and my arm trembled slightly.


      “Foul cur!”


      The other knights rose to action and tried to retaliate, only to get caught up in the roar of a sudden explosion, which sent them flying. Needless to say, magic was the cause.


      “You really are a simpleminded bunch. As soon as you assume you’ve got your enemy in your trap, you stop thinking about anything else. Are you as dumb as ogres?”


      The smack-talking figure who appeared at the gate was none other than Solon, brandishing his beloved staff. I could also see Leon and Maria behind him.


      “I saw right through what your bunch was plotting. You knew we were investigating the colluder, weren’t you? You’ve been watching us the whole time. And since you knew that Ares and Leon were taking turns to scope out different places, you waited for a day when Ares would be doing it and lured him to this mansion.”


      “How did you learn that…?” Felipe’s voice was strained.


      “Who do you think I am? I’m the Great Sage, remember? It’s absurd that a plebeian like you would make an enemy out of me. Did you really think you could ensnare Ares?”


      The Great Sage wore a faint sneer. Between the two of them, Solon looked more like the bad guy.


      “You guys are just brute-forcing your way around, drunk on your selfish ideals. You’re far from the first people to do that in history. I’m wise enough to know that it’s pointless to talk things through with you. Go on, Leon. Take this opportunity to use your sword on a human. Let this be the first and last time.”


      Solon urged Leon forward, but the Sword Saint in question seemed uncertain.


      “No, wait. I don’t think it has to be this stark. Aren’t you being a bit extreme?” Although Leon had his sword drawn, he didn’t seem to be raring for a fight. “Knights of Ludonia, I urge you to surrender. It is unbecoming of knights to turn their backs on their liege. There is still time for you to redeem yourselves. At the very least, you can protect your honor as knights. I can vouch for you. Think rationally!”


      I was impressed. Leon’s argument was very chivalrous and correct, to a refreshing degree.


      “This is the action we have taken after thinking about it rationally, Sword Saint Leon. If only you were the Hero, I could have accepted that!” one of the knights shouted.


      His blunt remark made me wince slightly, but then all of a sudden, a bolt of lightning fell on the knight’s head.


      “Argh!” He let out a clipped scream, his body convulsing.


      I had vivid recollections of that lightning bolt. It was a divine miracle that I had experienced for myself on many, many occasions.


      “Oh dear, you appear to have angered God. You can accept Leon? An utterly incomprehensible mindset. Is there something wrong with your vision? How can you not understand what makes Ares so wonderful? He is the light of humanity, a miracle that transcends even the blessing of God,” Maria declared.


      And she went on: “No, perhaps only I can understand how wonderful Ares is. I am his one true believer… When I think of it that way, I can hardly blame you. Ah, but don’t assume that I will let you off the hook, you know. That’s a very different story.”


      As she raised her staff in front of her, Maria spoke in a beautiful, sonorous voice. The coldness in her expression transformed into something bright and vivid. Leon, who had been standing next to her the whole time when he was trying to convince the knights to stand down, was very bewildered.


      “Curses! Even the Holy Maiden can fight! Just go after Ares! Leave his companions alone!” Felipe barked. He probably said that because I was the weakest.


      The knights came charging at me with their swords one after another. My reaction was to kick up some dirt—obscuring the knights’ vision.


      “What the—?!”


      While they stumbled, I took the initiative. I didn’t need to go for the kill. All I had to do was aim for areas that were easy to strike and would immobilize my opponents, like their wrists, legs, and fingers—parts that were difficult to consciously defend.


      “You fight without honor!” a red-faced knight berated me when I cut his fingers, prompting him to drop his sword.


      I didn’t care. I wasn’t a knight. I wasn’t going to follow etiquette when I fought.


      I went on swinging my sword.


      I’d managed to immobilize three knights when Felipe’s group surrounded me.


      “Lowly fiend! I always knew you were no Hero! Have you no shame?!” Felipe shouted.


      “I wouldn’t say monsters are up there in the ranks, either. Do you expect the Demon Lord to challenge you to a fair and square duel?” I retorted.


      I’d use whatever it took to win. It was what got me this far.


      I never wanted to become a knight. I never wanted to become a champion. I just wanted to be the Hero who defeated the Demon Lord.


      “Cease your yammeri—!”


      An infuriated knight tried to slash me, only to pitch forward and crumple to the ground.


      Leon stood behind him.


      “Sorry to interrupt you while you were talking.” Leon shrugged. “Now to take care of you layabouts.”


      Upon a second glance, I realized that the other knights besides the ones encircling me were on the ground. There was no trace of magic. Leon had cut them all down.


      “We’re Ludonia’s finest! We survived hell! Sword Saint Leon, are you a monster?!” Felipe’s voice was stiff.


      “Just so you know, Ares can keep up with me in a fight. Of course, I am the stronger one between the two of us. But he’s way better than your ilk. Ares’s swordplay is all about stubbornness and never giving in, no matter who he’s up against. You’ve got no right to ridicule him.” Leon practically spat out the words. “Give yourselves up. You have no chance of winning.”


      “Urk!”


      Felipe flipped around and ran inside the mansion. The rest of the knights followed suit.


      I hesitated on whether to pursue them. There was already enough proof that they had attacked us, and by fleeing, they made it clear that the fight was over.


      We don’t have to deliberately drive them into a corner, right? I thought.


      Right then, Maria suggested, “Solon, how about you use your magic to burn the building down?”


      …Is this girl really a Holy Maiden?


      “I’m not doing that.” Solon shut her down. He wasn’t as heartless as Maria, apparently.


      After a bit of thought, I spoke up. “I think we should go after them. There might be some evidence around, and if there really is a shapeshifter, it might try to change form and escape.”


      If the shapeshifter truly was capable of assuming any form at all, then we had to take it down quickly. Otherwise, there’d be trouble later.


      “Good point,” Leon agreed. “Shapeshifters sure are a pain in the rear. Assuming they actually exist, that is.”


      He used his greatsword to beat down the door, then stepped inside.


      We walked into a reception hall, where we found the knights waiting in a ring around the entrance. Apparently, they hadn’t entered the building without a plan.


      But I couldn’t see Felipe anywhere.


      “Lay down your swords! A monster—a shapeshifter—might be hoodwinking you!” I shouted, urging the knights to surrender.


      We’d already beaten them. Any further fighting was pointless.


      But the knights didn’t say a word. They silently came at us with their swords.


      Leon flitted in front of me and cut them down without mercy.


      He did not hold back. He murdered them. And in a mere instant, too.


      “Leon…” I couldn’t help but gasp at him after the almost one-sided battle was over.


      “It’s hopeless, Ares. There never was any hope. I know those eyes. They were the eyes of people who have resolved themselves to their fate. Even if we were to let them live, they would have just taken their own lives. That’s simply how it goes.”


      That was the decision Leon had come to, having been born and raised in a family of warriors. I had no idea how to respond. Not to what he said or to the fact that he’d taken on the dirty work for himself.


      “Every knight is accounted for. Except for Felipe,” Solon cut in. Even during the heat of battle, he’d kept a proper head count. “Felipe ran off that way. He still has some of the paint on him, so I know which direction he took.”


      Solon pointed at a set of steps that went down into the basement.


      “If you’re here, I take it everyone else is dead.”


      Felipe waited for us in a basement room, a fearless smile on his face. There was something about him that seemed somewhat different from before.


      “Why are you smiling? Your comrades are dead, you know,” I said. His expression unsettled me.


      “Why wouldn’t I smile? The best of Ludonia’s knights are no more. And you’re the ones who killed them. That is a stroke of good fortune for my side.”


      Felipe’s unpleasant smile deepened as he spoke.


      “So then,” I managed, “you’re—”


      “A shapeshifter. The monster you’ve been looking for. It is a pity that I could not get the humans to kill you, Ares the Hero, but I have served my role well.”


      “Damn you!”


      Leon snapped. He came at Felipe like a hurricane, unleashing a vicious sword strike. But he was too far away, because Felipe managed to block the attack with the blade in his right hand while using his left to push at something against the far-back wall.


      A booming sound thundered across the basement.


      “Run! It’s a trap!” Solon shouted, instantly guessing what was up.


      Although I had no idea what kind of mechanism it was, the whole mansion started to make an unpleasant creak.


      “Leon!” I shouted.


      Leon must have realized the danger before I said anything, because he instantly backed away from Felipe, falling in-line with us.


      As I was about to run up the stairs, I glanced for a moment at Felipe, the man who’d called himself a shapeshifter. He stood right there in the room, not moving an inch. He was as still as a statue, not showing even the slightest indication of chasing after us.


      We went up the stairs and burst out of the mansion. As soon as we were out, the entire building made a thunderous noise and collapsed. That was a close shave.


      “The trap,” Solon began to explain, exhausted, “is located in that room. Press it, and the building collapses, as you just saw. The idea is to bury your attacker along with the building. You can also use it to destroy evidence… I would say it was used for both purposes today.”


      I looked and saw that the knights outside, who should have still been alive, had all killed themselves. Not a single survivor. And their base had been reduced to a mountain of rubble.


      The sight horrified me into silence.
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      “Those fools…,” Prince Carlos murmured forlornly after he heard the commotion and came running to the tragic scene.


      The sky was starting to brighten, signaling the end of that long night.


      Elliot, who stood beside the prince, lowered his eyes, too. The deaths of his former comrades were probably a lot for him to take in.


      “We told them to surrender, but nobody listened…”


      I had no idea what to say, and those words that came out of my mouth sounded like an excuse.


      “They were an obstinate bunch, every last one of them,” Carlos told me. “They weren’t the type to listen. The same thing would have happened if I told them to surrender. Don’t let it get to you.”


      The prince patted me on the back. That gesture was enough to make me feel better.


      “Your Highness, how should we deal with this?” Elliot asked. He was probably checking to see what to do about the situation. I’d thought he was cold, but I could see tears brimming in his blue eyes.


      “We’ll say they died fighting monsters that sneaked in. That’s what we’ll tell the families as well,” Carlos declared.


      Elliot started issuing orders to the soldiers he’d brought along to the scene.


      “You’re covering it up?” Solon asked, and his tone was not kind. He was implicitly asking if the prince was trying to protect the honor of criminals.


      “Don’t say it like that,” Elliot retorted. “We can do without the scandal it would bring if the public learned that Ludonians attacked the Hero. It certainly can’t be known that one of the prince’s retainers was a shapeshifter. If we can hide it, we will. I’m sure you can understand; this works better for everyone.”


      “For now. So can we consider this case closed?”


      Even in a situation like this, Solon seemed intent on being blunt. He wasn’t compassionate, or maybe it was better to say he didn’t let other people’s feelings get to him. In a way, he was kind of dependable.


      “We can, yes,” said Prince Carlos. “I’ll give you your reward. You may leave at any time.”


      “We’ll take you up on that, thank you. If we stick around in Ludonia any longer, someone might resent the role we played and attack us,” Solon said, not bothering to mince words. He could have been a bit more considerate with his phrasing, but he was always on point.


      If it came out that we killed Ludonian knights, then people would resent us even if we technically did nothing wrong. Even if it was the shapeshifter’s fault.


      “The Hero needs allies like you, who are willing to say things as they are,” the prince muttered. There was nothing sarcastic in his tone. He seemed to really believe that.


      Solon did not respond to that comment. Instead, he announced, “All right, we’ll go on ahead to the castle,” and hurriedly left the scene. Leon and Maria followed him.


      Although I vaguely didn’t want to leave, there was nothing more for me to do here. With pained reluctance, I turned my back on the prince.


      He continued to stand there, as if frozen to the spot.
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      “As I mentioned before, we should hurry up and get out of Ludonia. It’s a bit late today—we should rest, but let’s leave tomorrow,” Solon said when we returned to our room in the castle. He started packing his bags.


      “We’ll come off as suspicious if we look like we’re in too much of a hurry. Besides, I don’t want the prince to think of us as rude…,” Leon pointed out.


      The corner of Solon’s mouth curled into a smile. “I don’t care. We’re never seeing him again. If we do, it’ll be after we beat the Demon Lord. Then we’ll be more important than he is.”


      Okay, so his plan was never to see the prince again unless we succeeded in our quest.


      I asked Solon something that had been weighing on my mind. “By the way, can we assume that Felipe was the one luring those monsters into Ludonia? In the end, we never found any proof.”


      The corpse of Felipe, the alleged shapeshifter, was in the basement, crushed under a mountain of rubble. Digging him out would be tough.


      “Felipe’s confession is proof enough.” Solon waved his hand. “If he was the shapeshifter, then he was probably the only one responsible for sneaking the monsters in.”


      “Didn’t you say shapeshifters aren’t monsters?”


      “But I didn’t say shapeshifters are friends of humankind,” Solon replied without missing a beat. “They’re like spirits. Humans can’t understand the values that guide their actions. I wouldn’t be surprised if they joined the Demon Lord’s army. But…”


      “But?”


      “…I’m skeptical whether Felipe really was a shapeshifter. He might have just gotten something into his head. Historically, there have been plenty of examples of people who believed they were reincarnated deities or demons. That might have been what happened with Felipe,” Solon explained. “What I learned when we were gathering information is that more people started supporting the idea of Prince Carlos taking on the Hero’s role when he slayed the monsters that popped up inside the border. That might have been what Felipe was going for. Maybe he did it because he wanted to make Prince Carlos the Hero.


      “But no matter what his reasons were, his actions did more to hurt Ludonia. Felipe should have known that. Maybe he called himself a shapeshifter to justify his illogical actions. That would match the demon’s claim that there was a shapeshifter. Maybe the demon was just making use of what Felipe said.”


      That made sense. If the demon merely repeated Felipe’s own words, then he wouldn’t have been telling a lie.


      “Did the pro-prince knights know about Felipe’s connection with the Demon Lord’s army?” I asked.


      “They probably didn’t. If the Demon Lord’s army wasn’t under the impression that Felipe was a shapeshifter, he couldn’t have made ties with them. It’s not an easy bridge to build.” Solon seemed to have concluded that Felipe was not a real shapeshifter. “Or maybe those knights were in cahoots with the Demon Lord’s army. Did they look like the type to you, Ares?”


      “No.” I shook my head.


      “See what I mean? For better or worse, they were the types to follow their convictions. The pro-prince faction was just misled by the shapeshifter in Felipe’s guise or by Felipe after he went crazy. But things sure would have been easier if they’d just betrayed their principles,” Solon added with a sigh.


      Even the Great Sage, who had a very clear-cut way of seeing things, seemed to have his regrets.


      “By the way, what kind of reward are you after?” I asked him.


      The situation being what it was, it was hard to simply accept a reward with a straight face, but Solon didn’t seem shy about it.


      “An exorbitant amount of cash when we leave. It never hurts to have funds for the road. Honor or land is pointless. It’s also possible that Ludonia might fall before we manage to defeat the Demon Lord. Money’s our biggest priority.”


      Yep, Solon sure was a coolheaded guy.


      Exhausted from fighting through the night, I instantly collapsed on the bed.


      However, sleep didn’t come easily. The final moments of Felipe and his fellow knights lingered in my mind. So I decided to spend a bit of time walking around the castle. Leon and Solon were fast asleep, but I knew they would snap awake instantly if something happened. Leon was sensitive to changes in the atmosphere, and Solon had apparently erected a magical barrier.


      I had no idea whether this was because of the incident, but the castle was devoid of human presence. That suited me just fine, since I didn’t want to encounter any people if I could help it.


      I walked out into the garden and was staring vacantly at the sky when someone approached me.


      “Felipe wasn’t a shapeshifter.”


      It was Princess Erena who spoke to me. Her expression, predictably, was stern.


      “Who did you hear that from?” I asked.


      The story was meant to be that Felipe had been killed by a monster.


      “Everyone’s talking about it. They seemed uneasy but also somehow relieved. It gives me the heebie-jeebies.”


      Her choice of words made me think that she despised messiness. It was the kind of outlook I associated with young girls in particular.


      “I don’t like it, either,” I said. “Hardly anything good has happened since I became the Hero. It feels like I’m always being tested. Today was a case in point. To be honest, it really gets me down. Personally, I want Felipe to be a shapeshifter. I didn’t want anyone to die. At least let it be a monster’s doing.”


      “I told you before. Felipe wasn’t a shapeshifter.”


      Princess Erena flatly shut down my feeble hopes.


      “Are you saying Felipe wasn’t behind it?”


      “I don’t know. But Felipe was human. That’s all I can say for certain. He was always human,” she said softly under her breath, a tinge of sorrow in her voice.


      And with that, the silver-haired princess quietly departed.
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      Early the next morning, we had a meeting with Prince Carlos.


      There was only one person at the prince’s side, and that was Elliot, of course. He eyed us icily, as always. Maybe deep down, he agreed with Felipe and those other knights.


      “We’ll be going now,” was all I said to the prince.


      “I see. Will this suffice as a reward?”


      He passed me a leather pouch that was on the table. Peering inside, I saw that it was crammed full of coins. I stared at the prince.


      “You wanted money, didn’t you? It’s the most useful thing for you to have. I had it prepared the day before. Don’t be shy—take it.” The prince smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “I have high hopes for you. I mean it. But feel free to fail, because if you do, I’ll take on the Demon Lord next.”


      His warm words seeped into my heart.


      “I can’t begin to express how grateful I am. But I will defeat the Demon Lord, no question about that,” I insisted. “Your turn will never come, Prince Carlos.”


      My spirit was heavy, but I forced an outward cheer into my voice, just like the prince had told me to. Putting the sentiment into words made me feel as if they were true.


      The prince was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I’m fine with that.” There was kindness in his eyes. “Where are you headed to next? Is that another secret?”


      I glanced at Solon, who smiled ruefully. “There’s no colluder anymore, so it doesn’t matter if we tell you,” he said. “But haven’t you figured it out already, Your Highness?”


      “I’m guessing you’re going to Hyland,” the prince replied confidently, raising his pointer finger.


      “Correct. Can’t get anything past you.”


      “That route would be the safest, considering the circumstances. Hyland is not as stable as Ludonia, but it would be relatively easier to approach the Demon Lord’s territory from there.”


      “I can see that you don’t need a sage, your Highness.” For once, Solon offered praise without any hint of a bad attitude.


      “No, I’m in need of people, be they sages or jesters. I’ve lost quite a few hands around me.” For a brief moment, the prince lowered his eyes, but he perked back up and continued. “The next time we see each other, it will be after the Demon Lord has met his end. I look forward to it,” he said cheerfully.


      It was Maria who answered him:


      “No, I pray we never meet again.”


      Her words were icy cold, spoken without any trace of human emotion. If somebody accused her of rudeness, she would have had no leg to stand on. Nobody could bring themselves to say another word.
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      An uncomfortable atmosphere hung around us as we left the castle. Once we were outside, we gathered near our wagon.


      “We can finally leave this country,” Leon said, stretching from head to foot.


      “Hey, Leon,” I said, “why don’t you try driving the wagon for a bit?”


      “Me?” Leon pointed to himself in surprise.


      “Nice one, Ares. You’re finally putting Leon to use.” Solon grinned.


      “No, not just him. I want you and Maria to give it a shot, too. And I’d like you all to ride a horse eventually.”


      “Huh? Me?” This time, it was Solon’s turn to point to himself.


      “Yep. I was fine with being the driver this whole time, but after we came to Ludonia, I realized that won’t cut it. I’m the Hero, after all. I’m going to try acting a bit more important. Besides, considering what we could be up against in the future, we need to be prepared for all kinds of contingencies. Riding a horse might seem minor, but you never know when it’ll come in handy.”


      I’d done some thinking about what Prince Carlos and Princess Erena had said, and I decided that I wanted to change, little by little. I didn’t want anyone telling me they thought Prince Carlos was the better fit as a Hero. Otherwise, I would be an insult to all those who’d died.


      “That’s fine by me. But I suppose you’ll ride with me when you teach me how to do it?” Maria asked me with a bewitching smile.


      “…Sure, I promise.”


      There was something kind of scary about her, but I couldn’t teach her how to ride a horse without riding along with her.


      “Hmph. Well, I suppose it’s unbalanced if I’m the one teaching you everything. You’ve got to teach me something every once in a while. It’s only fair,” said Solon. He also seemed to be cheerfully on board.


      “All right, then I’ll give driving a shot.” Leon grinned toothily. “You know, I’ve always wanted to try it out at least once.”


      With that, he climbed onto the driver’s seat, looking like he was in a good mood.


      It occurred to me that maybe Leon genuinely did want to give it a shot. Maybe it was only his pride as a nobleman stopping him from suggesting it himself, and he’d been waiting for me to tell him to do it. Driving a wagon probably seemed interesting to him, enough that he wanted to try it for himself.


      I was glad to have come to Ludonia. Meeting Prince Carlos was a good thing—I sincerely believed that.


      With the Sword Saint driving our wagon, we struck a course for Hyland.
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      As the Prophet, my powers were not merely limited to World Revision, which I used on countless occasions to redo the timeline. I could attach a phantom to a person, through which I manifested the Prophet’s existence. Put another way, I was incapable of manipulating anything that was not human.


      I tried employing this power to help Ares’s party in whatever meager way I could by attaching the phantom to anyone who seemed suspicious. This way, I thought, I could determine the shapeshifter’s identity.


      However, I never figured out who the shapeshifter was. My phantom worked on everyone on Prince Carlos’s list, including Felipe and Elliot. I could have proceeded to manipulate that person, but I decided not to do this. I feared that my phantom would never be able to return to Ares.


      In previous loops, I had attached my phantom to a person, only for them to separate from the Hero and never cross paths again. This bitter experience made me resistant to the idea of transferring my phantom away from Ares and to another person.


      Having said that, there was one occasion when I did, in fact, separate my phantom from Ares. This was because one person struck me as more suspicious than anyone else.


      Princess Erena.


      She was unquestionably human. Yet at the same time, I sensed a peculiar presence from her. Perhaps it was my instinct as a priestess, but across my many iterations of World Revision, anyone who gave me this feeling invariably possessed some kind of power. Like Maria, for instance.


      And indeed, there were oddities about Princess Erena. She would stare at places where there was presumably nothing. At times, she would have conversations with some unseen thing. Although she took care not to do this within eyeshot of other people, she did not notice my phantom.


      This peculiar power seemed to cause the castle residents to shun Princess Erena. Hardly anyone ever approached her, and even her ladies-in-waiting seemed to keep their distance, making the princess a solitary figure. Yet this sad fact only made me more suspicious of her.


      People who colluded with the Demon Lord’s army tended to have some kind of grudge against their country or society at large. That was another reason why Princess Erena aroused my wariness.


      Fortunately, her interest in Ares meant that she interacted with him frequently, which lessened my fear that my phantom would be yanked away from Ares forever before I realized what was happening.


      When my phantom was attached to Princess Erena, her conversations with Prince Carlos struck me as most peculiar. The two of them often spoke to one another when there were no other people nearby, and they discussed very intriguing topics. Furthermore, when the two of them were alone, Princess Erena talked to Prince Carlos as if they were equals.


      “Why did you invite the Hero from the other kingdom here?” Princess Erena asked her brother accusingly. She was in Prince Carlos’s private chambers, her arms folded.


      “Because I wanted to. I was interested in what this genuine Hero was like. I also needed someone to expose the colluder.” The prince seemed unbothered by his sister’s tone.


      “You are the true Hero. My dearest brother was a true Hero to me. Ares seems weak and unreliable. I doubt he can defeat the Demon Lord.”


      “Who can say?” The prince shrugged. “For all the strength that man lacks, he possesses the courage to step forward without relying on power. I suppose a Hero needs that strength of will to defeat the Demon Lord. That is what I lacked.”


      “But you have it, don’t you?”


      “Yes, it exists within me. But you wished for me to protect this kingdom. Not to defeat the Demon Lord.”


      …I couldn’t quite understand what Prince Carlos was saying.


      “By the way, why do you reject Ares as the Hero? And yet, you seem to get along with him quite well, don’t you? You see him frequently, yes?”


      “I don’t hate him or anything. I just want you to be the Hero. Everyone says Ares is the true Hero, but that’s strange, don’t you think? It’s so odd to single out one person for special treatment when everyone’s working so hard for the sake of humanity. Shouldn’t anyone who saves people be called a Hero? Even, say, a monster? Who they are doesn’t change what they’re doing one bit!”


      For once, Princess Erena demonstrated a heated passion. I wondered if she had special feelings about the Hero as a concept.


      Prince Carlos paused, then said, “Yes. You might be right. But a Hero must be ready to give themselves for that cause. That includes me, as the person you wish was the Hero. I might not defeat the Demon Lord, but I am prepared to offer my life should the time come.”


      “I don’t need your fatalistic resolve. I simply want you to protect this country.”


      “O silver-haired princess, if I am to protect this country, then I must also protect human society. It makes no sense to rid the world of the Hero who will defeat the Demon Lord while only protecting Ludonia,” Prince Carlos declared with a tender expression.


      Princess Erena was silent for a moment. “Is that the beautiful thing that you desire?”


      “It is. Doing something for someone’s sake. I see the beauty in that. Perhaps it is the kind of meaningless beauty one would see in the stars at night, but it’s still beautiful to me. Ares has that. That is why I do not wish death upon that man.”


      “That’s too abstract for me to understand.” Princess Erena shook her head peevishly. “I just wanted to be special to someone. It’s sad to be alone, after all.”


      “You will be special to someone.” Carlos smiled gently. “I guarantee it. O silver-haired princess, there is another kind of beauty in you. By making a wish for others and by grieving for me, you have shown that your heart is special.”


      When she heard this, Princess Erena left the room, her head hung low.


      What a bizarre, melancholic conversation. It left me confused about what to convey to Ares.


      But I did, at least, feel a strong connection to what Prince Carlos said about how a Hero should be ready to give their lives to their cause. I had seen that for myself many, many times over.
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      With Leon at the reins, the wagon went along the main road at a smooth pace. Solon would give out orders like “Aren’t you going a bit slow?” but since a wagon went the same speed no matter who was driving it, it wasn’t much different from walking.


      That night, we camped outside. For the first time in what felt like ages, we gathered around a campfire in an open spot in the middle of a forest.


      “Ludonia might have left a bad taste in the mouth, but the beds were top-notch, at least,” grumbled Solon, who had grown up with high-quality sleeping arrangements.


      “My goodness, Solon, are you implying that you have a place with good memories? Your mother’s womb before you were born?” Maria smiled thinly. She’d been showing her true self quite a lot on this journey.


      “What’s up with you, Maria? You’ve been plastering on your Holy Maiden face for ages at our home kingdom, but now you’re really letting up. You’re gonna make Ares hate you,” Solon snapped back with a scowl.


      “Back in the kingdom, I was just playing the part that the people around me expected. Ares doesn’t want that kind of falsehood from me. I’m sure he wants me to be myself. Isn’t that right, Ares?”


      Maria turned her eyes to me, all dulcet tones. As pretty as it was, I associated her face with grueling trials. A shiver instinctively ran down my spine.


      It took me a moment to find my voice. “Of course, Maria. You’re beautiful as you are,” I replied.


      I wasn’t lying. Looking back, Maria appeared benevolent when she was being the Holy Maiden that other people wanted her to be, but she gave off the impression that she never expected the best of anyone. Maybe she was with me on this journey because she was acting more like her true self now. In that sense, her honesty was a blessing, and her animated expressions were definitely beautiful in my mind. They were just mainly used for evil.


      “I knew you’d understand, Ares.” Maria put a hand against one of her rosy cheeks, looking like the subject of a painting.


      “Are you serious, Ares? Don’t tell me that Maria’s trials in our academy days scarred your soul. Or did you get brainwashed at some point when I wasn’t aware?” Leon looked at me with concern.


      Maria threw Leon an icy glare that threatened to freeze over even the campfire.


      When we started our journey, I’d always felt like I’d been walking on eggshells, but over time, I came to think, This is fine. If I took everything seriously, I’d be too emotionally exhausted to do anything.


      Prince Carlos had said as much himself: “It’s best not to be overly tense.” So I counted myself lucky to have such good companions. The thought ran through my mind as I gazed absently at my party members.


      It wasn’t a bad night. It made me want things to stay the way they were for a while.


      But then Solon’s expression changed.


      “…I have bad news,” he said. “Someone I stuck my paint on is coming this way.”


      “Who?” I asked.


      This was so sudden. I didn’t know what to make of it.


      “Did Felipe manage to slip out of the basement even though he was buried alive in there? That’s not an opponent I’d want to face,” Leon said. His expression stiffened, probably because he was imagining some kind of undead monster.


      “I can’t rule out the possibility, but…” As he spoke, Solon put a finger to his lips. A signal to be quiet.


      Tension filled Maria’s and Solon’s faces. A short while later, I noticed the change in the air, too. At some point, all sound had disappeared—the chirping of insects, the distant howling of animals, and even the rustling of the grass.


      “We’re surrounded again. And there’s more of them than there were last time.” Leon pulled his sword close.


      “They’re not wild monsters. They’re thorough enough to block every way out.” Solon gripped his staff, too.


      “It’s still some way to Hyland. I’m guessing they’re part of the Demon Lord’s army that’s been attacking Ludonia.” Maria’s voice contained no emotion whatsoever.


      “What are they doing here…?” As soon as those words were out of my mouth, I realized something. “Did a human come after us and set this up?”


      “I’m guessing so. Seems my projection was too optimistic.” Solon grimaced. “We told the prince that we were headed to Hyland. Elliot was there, too, so there’s every chance of an information leak.”


      “I’m sure this will fuel your general distrust of others, Solon.” Maria smiled thinly.


      “You slipped up at the end. But save the regrets for later. What do we do now?” Leon eyed our surroundings.


      “Well…,” Solon began.


      I interrupted him. “Leave our things here and concentrate all our energy into breaking out of one point in their net. We can collect whatever’s intact later.” I looked around at everyone, then finally met Solon’s gaze. “What do you think?”


      “Not a bad idea.” Solon shrugged slightly.


      Leon raised a hand in agreement, and Maria smiled.


      “Let’s get this show on the road, then,” I announced.


      At my call, my companions swiftly sprang into motion.


      Leon charged into the nighttime forest, leading the fray. Solon and Maria went after him, and I took up the rear.


      “Solon, shoot a spell in the opposite direction,” I ordered. “I want them to think we’re fighting over that way. You don’t have to hit the monsters.”


      “Who do you take me for, Ares? Watch as I nail them.” Solon flashed a fearless smile, then started chanting an incantation.


      It was hard to cast when you were running and breathing heavily, but Solon pulled it off with aplomb. A massive explosion broke out on the road on the other side of our wagon. The screams of the monsters rang out loud and clear.


      “See that?” Solon looked proud of himself.


      “I have to hand it to you, Solon,” I replied. “But that’s enough of the flashy spells. Make sure you keep them as simple and quick as possible. We’re done for if your magic is interrupted.”


      Solon nodded.


      “It’s starting over here,” said Leon. He ran on ahead, readying his sword.


      His greatsword was a prized heirloom of House Müller. It gave off a faint blue magical light.


      “Leon,” I said, “you’ve got a lot of enemies to deal with. Take care to minimize your movements so that you preserve your stamina. You don’t have to use your Sword Saint techniques. You’re plenty strong as you are.”


      As if responding to my voice, the light in Leon’s sword blinked.


      The Sword Saint slashed a monster. Yet his pace did not wane one bit, and I didn’t even hear the monsters cry out. With a single strike, they were cut—no, killed—before they even realized what was happening. I might have told Leon to minimize his movements, but he took it to a blinding extreme.


      I caught a glimpse of the dead goblins and ogres at my feet. Maria continued running, calmly treading over the corpses without so much as a murmur. It was scary how desensitized she was. Solon let out a “Yikes,” evidently grossed out.


      Leon went on swinging his sword, never relaxing his speed. Monsters died haplessly. Predictably, though, the living ones realized what was going on and let out a war cry that sounded like some kind of signal.


      Monsters pressed in from behind us, boxing us in as we fled. It was my job to deal with them. I couldn’t stop and fight them squarely. I kept running. This prompted the fastest monsters to jut out of the pack, allowing me to take them on one at a time. I didn’t need to finish in a single blow like Leon did. I just did enough to stop them in their pursuit.


      I concentrated on the monsters’ legs. They were defenseless and easy to target. I also hid behind trees and hit my opponents with sneak attacks or used fire spells to burn leaves and block where they were going. It wasn’t a cool way to fight, and there were times when things got a little too close for comfort, but then Solon would come to my aid with a spell. Whenever I got hurt or fatigued, Maria would patch me up promptly.


      After a bit of time fighting like this, we started to create some distance from the monsters. Leon and the others were a ways ahead of me, but not so far enough that I couldn’t catch up with a bit of a sprint. Leon and Solon were doing what I told them to do and fighting in a way that didn’t leave unnecessary gaps.


      We should be fine…


      Just as I let myself feel relieved, a horse cut me off from Leon and the rest of the party.


      The human atop the steed was decked out in silver armor and brandished a lance. His hair was a beautiful silver, and his eyes were as blue as the sky.


      “So you were the colluder, Elliot!” I shouted.


      Elliot did not so much as flinch. His usual calm expression remained fixed on his face. I sensed none of the agony that Felipe and his fellow knights suffered when they made their decision.


      “Ares, you will die here.”


      From atop his horse, Elliot thrust his lance without a hint of hesitation. The movement was sharp and swift. I just barely managed to block it with my shield.


      “Ares!” I heard Leon and the others shout behind Elliot. It seemed they were being assailed by monsters on their end, too.


      That couldn’t be a coincidence, of course. Elliot must have brought them along with him.


      “Are you commanding these monsters? Have you turned coat to the Demon Lord’s army?!” I demanded.


      “A temporary alliance, nothing more,” Elliot replied. “I act for humankind by making Prince Carlos the Hero. A man of your caliber could never be the Hero. The human side cannot resist the Demon Lord’s army for much longer. The more the humans rely on you, the more crushing their despair will be when you fail. If you call yourself the Hero, then prove it by overcoming this ordeal.”


      Elliot and his horse lunged together as he thrust the lance forward again.


      I rolled out of the way to dodge it. As I got up, I slashed the horse’s leg. The animal let out a high-pitched scream and toppled to the ground, although Elliot swiftly jumped off it and landed neatly on the ground.


      “You fight dirty, as always,” he said in a level tone.


      As he disparaged me, Elliot thrust his lance once more without a moment of pause. A lance had a longer reach than a sword, which put me at a disadvantage in a straightforward fight.


      “………”


      I chanted an incantation under my breath so that my opponent could not hear. Although the spell itself wasn’t powerful, Solon and I had worked out a way to utilize it. In lieu of a magic staff, I had a magic ring underneath my leather gloves.


      The moment Elliot pulled back his weapon, I launched my completed fire spell.


      “I knew that was coming.”


      Elliot calmly retreated, putting distance between us. It was probably because he’d seen how I fought on the war front.


      For just a moment, however, his vision was blocked. When he crossed the lance in front of himself to defend against my attack, I slashed through the middle of it with all the force I could muster.


      My hand felt a dull resistance, and then Elliot’s lance broke cleanly in two.


      “Dirty, indeed. To think you would aim for your opponent’s weapon…”


      As Elliot spoke, he tossed the remains of his lance at me and used the time he bought for himself to draw the sword at his hip.


      “Did you think you could beat me at a swordfight?”


      The silver-haired knight closed in on me in an instant, the blade flashing like a lightning bolt. Although I somehow managed to block the vicious strike with my shield, it left my arm feeling numb.


      “If that is what you think, you underestimate me. I have sparred with my liege Carlos since our youngest years, and I have honed my sword on the battlefield. Your feeble training in school is nothing in comparison.”


      With that cold declaration, Elliot slowly and deliberately readied his weapon.
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      At some point, I stopped seeing Elliot around. I asked the people in the castle, but nobody seemed to know where he was. My cousin Elliot was like a younger brother to me, and he’d always idolized me since we were children.


      “I’m sure you could be the Hero, my liege!” he’d told me with sparkling eyes.


      When did he become the kind of person who stopped showing his emotions? Was it when he formally became a knight? When he went out to battle, shaking in his boots?


      Or was it, perhaps, when those knights saved his life? The knights who died back then…


      I was getting a bad feeling. No, I’d had it from the start. I’d been relieved to find out that he hadn’t been acting with Felipe and his group. I’d believed he wasn’t the kind of person who would consort with monsters.


      On the other hand, I did know he would stop at nothing to make me the Hero. I wondered if I was shackled by my emotions—that part of me, at least.


      At any rate, I had to see the truth for myself. And there was not a moment to waste.


      I was out of retainers who could follow me. Felipe and Elliot were gone. I felt a stab of loneliness in my chest. I did not want to give the impression that this was a big deal, so I put on the lightest possible armor over my chest and left the room—only to find Erena waiting for me.


      “Where are you going, dearest brother?” she asked me worriedly. This was not a coincidence; she had come to me in search of something.


      Perhaps that only stood to reason. Erena was the princess of this nation.


      “Elliot has disappeared. I’m going to look for him.”


      “First Felipe, and now Elliot?” Erena’s eyes, misty with emotion, opened wide.


      “Don’t worry yourself. I’ll find him right away. He might just be taking a breather in town,” I teased as I patted Erena on the shoulder.


      “Dearest brother.” Worry still clouded Erena’s face. “You’ll come back, won’t you?”


      For a moment, my breath hitched, but I replied, “Of course. I won’t die so easily. You should know that better than anyone, yes?”


      That was all I said before I hurried onward. I was sure I would make it in time if I acted now.


      If Elliot really had betrayed us, then he would have to make contact with the Demon Lord’s army before he pursued Ares’s party. That would take quite some time. Meanwhile, Ares’s party was using a wagon, which meant they likely had not traveled too far. I would probably catch up to them if I set my horse to a gallop.


      If nothing’s going on, I can just tell them that I got lonely and decided to see them off.


      As I dared to hope for such a convenient future, I urged my horse onward.


      The sun had already crossed the horizon. But there was no turning back. Not until I saw for myself whether Ares’s party was unharmed. That Hero was a beautiful one. I would hate for him to perish.


      I continued my flight through the darkness of night, until at last, I caught up…


      …not to Ares’s party, but the monsters.


      Even in the dim surroundings, my magic-strengthened eyes could make out the monsters gathered around the woods. I clicked my tongue; even if Elliot had guided them in, I had to wonder what on earth our border sentries were doing. For a short while, I observed the monsters from my vantage point on a hill, and then an explosion boomed, accompanied by their screams.


      My suspicions seemed to be correct—Ares’s party was surrounded. I recognized Solon’s magic. He was a bright fellow, though narrow-minded and lacking in worldly wisdom.


      In no time at all, I began to hear sounds of fighting, and eventually, steel clashed against steel. A swordfight had broken out.


      This was not the sound of a human battling a monster. It could only occur between two human combatants. I suspected they were Elliot and Ares.


      I could not let Elliot kill Ares, nor could I let Ares kill Elliot. Why did a Hero trying to save the people have to kill or be killed by a human? It was so illogical. I could not wrap my head around it.


      This was no longer the time to care about appearances. I charged my horse in the direction of the sound.


      “Out of the way!” I bellowed.


      I plunged into the forest, bringing my sword down upon the backs of monsters.


      Naturally, things weren’t so easy that I could make it all the way to my destination unabated. An ogre immediately stood in front of me, blocking my path. Several dozen goblins in the surroundings also sneered at me derisively.


      They seemed confident in themselves. I dismounted my horse and muttered something in the ancient tongue—a fireball spell, my forte. This was the best way to demolish a group of enemies all at once.


      As I swung my sword with my right hand, I gathered magic into my left hand. The goblins blanched. They looked as if they couldn’t decide whether to fight or run. Either way, they were too slow. The magical energy turned into a ball of fire and shot off in their direction. Flames erupted on the monsters in the middle of the pack, before quickly enveloping the vicinity.


      I hurried onward, cutting through my handiwork. It was hot enough that I felt scorched, but I couldn’t afford to pay much heed to it. Although magic was powerful, it couldn’t be used perpetually. The reason why Solon was called the Great Sage was not just because he could cast powerful spells, but because he possessed a considerably greater quantity of magical energy compared with the average person. Perhaps some kind of divine entity was mixed into his bloodline. There was no other way to explain how a human could possess such deep magic reserves.


      Ares was truly blessed when it came to his companions. Perhaps part of being a Hero was the strength of human bonds.


      Another group of monsters stood in my way—hobgoblins this time. There were five or six of them, which wasn’t too many, but they were still formidable opponents. I instantly shot off another fireball spell.


      The magical fire blazed into an inferno. Yet the hobgoblins still came at me, enveloped in flames. Despite their impressive endurance, their movements slowed. I cleaved their heads with my sword, a surefire way to stop them from ever drawing breath again.


      I had only a little farther to go until I reached the sounds of clashing steel. Elliot probably wanted to prove that he slew the Hero with his own hand, as if to say, “I am inferior to Carlos, and this man is weaker than I am. Therefore, Carlos is the more suitable Hero.”


      Why would he be so fixated on making me the Hero who defeated the Demon Lord?


      …Perhaps it was my own doing. The thought brought a pang to my chest.


      I’m sorry. I was not strong enough—not strong enough to live up to your expectations. This country no longer possesses a Hero who can defeat the Demon Lord.


      I was merely the Hero who protected Ludonia.


      The two combatants finally came into view.


      Elliot’s sword deflected Ares’s. I had to hand it to Elliot. Perhaps he was stronger than Ares. But strength was not everything to a Hero.


      Ares desperately ran around Elliot. All he could do was crawl on the ground, kicking up dirt as he put up an unseemly-looking resistance.


      Elliot’s eyes gazed derisively at Ares, as if telling him that he did not know when to quit. “Die a noble, heroic death already,” he seemed to be saying.


      But Ares did not do this. A Hero needed to cling to life. I lacked this quality.


      “Elliot!” I shouted.


      I cut my way through the net of monsters around them, attempting to draw the two men’s attention.


      Elliot’s eyes briefly flitted my way.


      But Ares’s gaze remained fixed on Elliot.


      A spell shot from his hand.
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      I was scared to sleep at night. It was that nightmare—I don’t know when it started haunting my slumber.


      Nervously, I would creep into bed and close my eyes, as if in prayer.


      And in the depths of my restless sleep, I would relive the scene of that day.


      A hundred knights charged on their horses, thundering across the wasteland.


      In the distance, I could see the Demon Lord’s army waging their assault on the Ludonian fort. As I watched this unfold through the corner of my eye, I desperately urged my steed onward. Eventually, I arrived at my destination: a narrow pass surrounded by rocky cliffs. The battle between the Demon Lord’s army and the Ludonian forces still raged on.


      “Will they be okay?” I asked.


      I could not help but express my anxiety. The one hundred knights at my side were Ludonia’s finest. One could say they were the main fighting force. I wondered if the fort would hold out without them.


      “Oh, please. They’ll be just fine.” A nearby knight thumped my back, as if reproaching me for my unease. “The soldiers have been holding the fort long before you lot came. Imagine how furious they’d be if they found out you were looking down on them.”


      The knight who spoke, the corner of his lips turned up into a smile, was named Darios.


      He was a proud warrior with a decorated history of fighting under Ludonia’s banner. He was ten years my senior, and he sported a beard, but I thought that the age gap between us was even wider than what our appearances would suggest.


      My mind went back to my first encounter with Darios. It was around the time when the prince was dispatched to the fortress.


      Felipe and I came with His Highness to the fort, where we put on a bold front so as not to be dismissed as greenhorns. We also believed this was not where the prince was meant to be.


      “His Highness has the potential to become the Hero. He should not be fighting in a place like this! Don’t waste his valuable time. You must crush the Demon Lord’s army without a moment to lose!” I roared at the knights and soldiers at the fort.


      Looking back, my behavior was utterly shameful, but Felipe and I truly believed what we said at the time. We were under the impression that the prince had a noble duty, one that took far greater precedence than this.


      Many people frowned at us, saying, “What are you kids acting so self-important over? You haven’t even had your first taste of a real battle.”


      Even Prince Carlos had gentle words of reprimand for us. “I haven’t proven myself yet. There’s nothing to rush over. We have much to learn first from those who fight here.”


      Yet this humble side of the prince left us frustrated. In our minds, it was the reason why he was being called to fight on the defensive lines instead of vanquishing the Demon Lord.


      The prince’s innate social graces allowed the people in the fort to warm up to him quickly, though they kept their distance from Felipe and me. They probably thought we were using our influence as the prince’s retainers to throw our weight around. But we truly believed that the prince was the Hero and that he ought to be heading off right that minute on a journey to defeat the Demon Lord. Someone had to keep saying it. We were fully prepared to take on that unenviable role, even if it earned us ire.


      The only person who acknowledged us throughout all this was Darios, who acted as the mediator between us and the fort’s knights.


      “I understand what you’re saying. The war won’t end, regardless of how hard we fight. Even if we defeat the demon besieging Ludonia, it’ll only be a matter of time before the next one shows up. The Demon Lord is who we need to beat. There’s no point to anything unless we take out the leader. But the way you’re phrasing it is a tad unhelpful.”


      As he spoke, Darios tousled our hair. He was a rude and coarse man who had worked his way up from the ranks of a common soldier and now treated the nobility as if they were his friends. Yet for some reason, I did not dislike him. It was because he gently accepted our prickly sides. We were glad that at least one person understood our feelings.


      Darios looked out for us in all kinds of ways, making sure that life treated us well at the fortress. Felipe and I were touched by that. Before long, we found ourselves easing up, and when we started seeing the people around us for who they were, I realized that many of the knights and soldiers at the fort were good-natured folk. Just as the prince said, there was a lot to learn from them, like how to prepare physically and mentally for a battle, how to take care of one’s equipment, how to fight monsters, and the importance of broadening one’s perspective. They truly taught me so many things.


      I was stiff at my first real battle, but I was able to loosen up when Darios and his subordinates cracked bawdy jokes about their first sexual experiences. Even when we were in the midst of battle, he made sure to check in on us on multiple occasions. He saved us from dangerous scrapes more than once. It was no exaggeration to say that Darios preserved our dignity as the prince’s retainers.


      Meanwhile, as Prince Carlos grew more accustomed to the battlefield, he started unleashing the full extent of his powers. He struck demons down with his sword and demolished enemy units with his powerful spells. His precise judgment and orders led Ludonia’s army to victory.


      Over time, more people other than Darios began to agree with us. Everyone’s expectations rose. Prince Carlos had the qualities of a true Hero, they said. He was the light of hope that would bring an end to this conflict. Then at last…


      “We should defeat the demon commander, even if it means going against the capital’s orders, and send Prince Carlos on a quest to defeat the Demon Lord.”


      The argument gained momentum within the fort.


      Doing what the people in the capital said had created a claustrophobic atmosphere where all the army could do was defend. Urged on by his supporters, the prince eventually came to a decision.


      Slay the demon.


      In the present, the Ludonian forces shut themselves inside the fort, duking it out with the Demon Lord’s army. If they succeeded in their defense, all the troops would leave the fort and pursue the enemy. The demon commander possessed a generally cautious temperament, and he would probably retreat if he suspected that something was up. That was when our elite squad would strike.


      “I know, Darios. They’re strong. I believe they’ll send the enemy packing,” I said, recalling the faces of each and every soldier.


      Darios grinned. “Absolutely. They’re gonna bust their asses. If they win this fight, we’ll finally be rid of the fly in the ointment. Some of them have the idea in their heads that once that demon is done and dusted, they can go after the Demon Lord. Crazy guys.”


      The other knights couldn’t restrain a laugh at this comment.


      Darios certainly wasn’t belittling his comrades in arms. These people placed a great deal of faith in Prince Carlos. They wouldn’t have agreed to this dangerous strategy otherwise. They were kindred souls, willing to put their lives on the line to make their prince into a Hero.


      Although I was worried about the soldiers in the fort, there was no question that this squad, tasked with slaying the high-ranking demon, was at greater risk.


      “Well, Darios, am I a fly in the ointment, too? It hurts to be so unpopular,” Prince Carlos interjected jokingly.


      “Nonsense, Your Highness. I’m talking about these two fools. Unlike you, they can’t fight for shit, but they insist on going to the Demon Lord’s territory anyway. Talk about a death wish.”


      The knights burst out laughing again. Even Felipe and I, the butts of the joke, couldn’t help but crack awkward grins.


      Darios did this a lot. He would use humor to calm his comrades down and take their minds away from the fear of battle. I couldn’t get mad at him when I knew what he was doing.


      “Okay, Darios. Let’s see if you and your crew can stay kicking until we and His Highness come back from beating the Demon Lord,” I said in an attempt at a light retort.


      “Look at the tongue on this guy.” Darios flashed his teeth in a grin, then poked my chest. “I’m counting on you. You two have shaped up quite a bit since you first came to the fort. I reckon you could take on the Demon Lord. And to make that happen, you gotta put that shitty demon in his place and make all those guys in the capital shut up.”


      Indeed, just as Darios said, nothing would happen unless we defeated the demon. Everything would come after that.


      Eventually, I heard cheering in the distance. The Ludonian troops in the fort had won, and they began their pursuit of the enemy.


      It was our turn next.


      This is where the horror starts.


      This being a dream, I knew what was going to happen. But I couldn’t do anything about it. Our dream counterparts could only move exactly as we had back then.


      Concealed amid the rocks in the mountain pass, we waited in stillness, until finally, our target—the blue demon commander—came into view. A throng of lower-ranked demons accompanied him. There were fewer of them than I thought there would be.


      The next moment, however, the demon directed his words precisely where we were hiding.


      “So you finally show yourselves, humans.”


      He spoke in a deep voice that carried far. He knew we were hiding.


      “You act tough, demon, for a coward that watches from the back lines. Today is the day you meet your end.”


      Prince Carlos emerged jauntily from behind the rock he was hiding and pointed his sword at the demon. His visage was precisely that of a Hero. Yet the demon showed no sign of being cowed.


      “The real coward here is your king. He has ordered you only to defend, never allowing you to attack. But I always believed that you would one day defy those illogical orders and make an assault. I’ve been waiting for so very long. And now you’ve finally come to me. How delightful.”


      “…What? What are you trying to say?”


      The prince was confused at the demon’s words. The rest of us shared his sentiments.


      “Look behind you.”


      The demon pointed. We turned and saw a fresh horde of monsters behind us.


      “I always keep these monsters at the rear. They’re there to eliminate any of the elite soldiers who try to cut off our retreat. In other words, you.”


      The demon’s finger swiveled over to the prince.


      That was the signal. The monsters at the other end of the mountain pass closed in on us.


      “Break through the front! Regroup with our allies who are pressing in for the pursuit!”


      The prince made a swift decision. But the demon stood before us, and his ranks were starting to swell with the monsters that had retreated from the battle at the fort. Getting through his line would not be an easy feat.


      The prince shot off a rapid fireball spell, attempting to cleave a path. In response, the demon chanted a spell of his own. A barrier appeared, blocking the fireball. The demon then took the initiative to launch an attack at the prince.


      “Prince Carlos, Hero of Ludonia. You are the backbone of Ludonia. If I slay you, the kingdom will fall.”


      As he spoke, the demon brought down his greatsword, slicing into the prince’s horse. The horse screamed, and the prince fell to the ground, though he swiftly righted himself and fought back. Felipe and I tried to rush to his aid, but the lower-ranked demons stood in our path.


      A furious battle broke out, but only for an instant before the fresh troops from the Demon Lord’s army swallowed us from behind. We had to fend against the demons while also staving off the unending assaults from the monsters around us.


      The knights who fought alongside us became shields for our liege. They died, one after another.


      “You first…”


      A knight took a hobgoblin’s spear through the stomach in place of the prince. The spear stayed lodged there as he sliced off the hobgoblin’s head. When he met his end, he brought his enemy down with him.


      Another knight fell from his horse when an ogre bludgeoned it with a club. Goblins swarmed around the knight, stabbing him in the gaps in his armor. Still, the knight managed to stand, grabbing one goblin and wringing its neck. He died on his feet, blocking the enemy’s way.


      One knight threw himself and his horse forward, ramming his spear through a lower-ranked demon. “I got him!” he crowed, but right at that moment, another demon that was still alive lopped off his head.


      Hardly any of the knights drew breath anymore. They thought only of using their lives to clear the way. All so that we—and Prince Carlos—could safely make our escape.


      “Get that Demon Lord!” a knight yelled as he took on the blue demon. His death bought a fraction of time for the prince to flee. How many people were left now? I didn’t have the heart to count.


      Prince Carlos simply pressed forward, swinging his sword as he plunged ahead. He paid no attention to the dead knights. But that was the right thing to do. The knights would not have wanted his pity. They wanted him to escape with his life, so that one day, he could slay the demon—and the Demon Lord—in their stead. They sought nothing else.


      Felipe and I also swung our swords without abandon.


      A demon stood in our path—the blue fiend who commanded the enemy forces. Our target. He grasped a massive sword in each hand.


      If I can just take him down…


      There was something Felipe and I wanted besides surviving, a sprouting bud of a desire. We exchanged glances, then attempted to pincer the demon on each side.


      But a casual flick of the demon’s greatswords sent us flying. It was like getting hit by a log. Felipe and I both crumpled to the ground.


      “Elliot! Felipe!”


      Prince Carlos stopped when he saw our prone bodies. Then he tried to go back to help us. It was exactly what the demon was fishing for. He’d used us as tools.


      But there was somebody to stop the prince.


      Darios, who fought furiously without pause to protect his liege.


      “I’ll save them, Your Highness. You run on ahead!” he said, pushing the prince forward.


      Then he challenged the blue demon to a duel.


      “Hey, are you content with fighting chumps?” Darios asked the demon. “Are you too scared to fight someone if they’re not a weakling? Just what I’d expect from someone who spends all their time in the back lines, quivering in their boots.”


      “You have guts.”


      The corners of the demon’s mouth lifted as he turned to face Darios.


      Meanwhile, another knight helped Felipe and me to our feet and urged us to flee.


      “But Darios is—!”


      The knights chastised us for our reluctance. “You’re going to vanquish the Demon Lord! The prince will be the Hero, and the two of you will be at his side!” They whacked us on the heads. “We’re expecting great things from you. Make sure you get that Demon Lord good.”


      The knights who helped us joined Darios in challenging the blue demon.


      After everything they had done for us, there was nothing else to do but run. We couldn’t let their resolve go to waste.


      “Live! No matter what happens, live! Even better if you slay that Demon Lord!” Darios roared, not looking our way. He raised his sword in a valiant, heroic gesture. The other knights followed suit.


      That was as far as I remembered. The dream always ended there.


      Some days later, the enemy hurled the heads of Darios and the other knights into the fort.


      It was not an attempt at provocation. It was a demon’s way of showing respect and condolences.


      It was ironic to receive this acknowledgment from the demons when Darios and the knights had been stripped of their honor due to their insubordination. Strangely enough, I did not resent that blue demon. We simply had a clash to the death. My dark thoughts were reserved for the people in the capital who contributed nothing to the fight from their peaceful little bubble.


      ※ ※ ※


      Early one morning, after waking up in the worst way possible, a visitor came to my room.


      It was Felipe. My mind was still jumbled from the dream.


      “You’re alive?” I asked him.


      I reached my hand out toward his face, only to stop when I came to a realization. An outsider would probably assume that I was addled, but I knew Felipe had the same nightmares as I did.


      “Did you have the dream again?” Felipe said to me.


      “Not ‘again.’ It’s every night. It’s rarer for me not to have it.”


      “I see…,” Felipe muttered, then fell silent.


      I wondered what exactly he was here for.


      For a while, he did not speak. It was unusual for him to go out of his way to visit me. He was just standing there, so I offered him a seat, but he shook his head in refusal. Then finally, he seemed to make up his mind about something.


      “You’re the shapeshifter, Elliot.”


      This time, it was my turn to fall silent. Although I could have easily denied it, I didn’t want to lie to Felipe. He was my comrade in arms; we had braved death together at the prince’s side. I felt a stronger bond with him than with my blood-related siblings.


      “Did you leave the pro-prince faction because you didn’t want your crime of consorting with demons to fall onto us?”


      Felipe was right on the mark again.


      I couldn’t say anything. The silence wore on. Finally, Felipe spoke again.


      “I’ll kill Ares. If I succeed, you’ll stop going to the demon.”


      “…And if you fail?”


      “Then I’ll identify myself as the shapeshifter and go to my grave. You need to forget all this and live.”


      I frowned. “Don’t stick your nose in. Who asked you to do any of that?”


      Felipe smiled forlornly. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m doing it because I might as well. None of us can turn back now. No matter what you do, the pro-prince faction has decided to eliminate Ares. I won’t be able to escape from my crimes then. I’m just clearing you of your sins while I’m at it.”


      Felipe then turned his back to me.


      “Take care of His Highness.”


      He waved his arm and left.


      He knew I wouldn’t agree to it, which was why he didn’t wait for an answer.


      This happened the day before the pro-prince faction, headed by Felipe, attacked Ares.


      The entire faction perished. About half the deaths were from suicide.


      The faction was made up of the survivors of that fateful battle. I was the only one left in Ludonia who truly wanted to make Prince Carlos the Hero.


      Apparently, Felipe declared in his final moments that he was the shapeshifter. It felt like he was telling me to give up.


      But I couldn’t give up. I still had dreams of that day.


      I had a chance. Ares and his party would leave Ludonia. I would strike then.


      My human self died that day. Now I was a shapeshifter, a monster. It was only natural that I would target the Hero’s life.
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      “O wind!”


      Elliot noticed Ares’s magic wind blade a split second before it struck. He twisted his body and avoided a direct hit, but he did take a big scratch on the cheek. Although a considerable amount of blood streamed out, the wound was not deep.


      His trump card foiled, Ares continued to fight at a disadvantage. Carlos had still been some way off in the distance when he shouted Elliot’s name.


      Elliot brought up his sword again, as if to slice through his uncertainty.


      “It’s over.”


      His voice rang out keenly.


      But then all of a sudden, somebody sprang up in his way—a specter-like figure wearing an antique robe.


      “What?!”


      “The Prophet!”


      Elliot and Ares shouted at the same time.


      After a brief moment of hesitation, Elliot slashed the Prophet as if to swat them away. The robed specter vanished like a phantom in the mist.


      “Cease your stalling!”


      Ares backed off. Infuriated, Elliot chased after him and swung his sword again.


      This time, however, something firmly blocked the blow.


      “Stop this, Elliot.”


      It was Carlos’s sword. He had made it just in time.


      Elliot shrank away at the sight of his liege.


      “Ares, leave this to me and get to your companions,” Carlos declared.


      Ares swiftly rose to his feet, grabbed his sword, and ran off.


      “The man’s quick to flee. Not very Hero-like.” Elliot sneered.


      But Carlos shook his head. “A Hero does not just fight directly. There are times when running away is necessary.”


      “But you’ve never once run away before, Your Highness.”


      “No… I’ve done it.”


      Elliot frowned heavily. “That can’t be. I’ve been with you since we were boys. You’ve never done something so lowly as running away. Even when we were surrounded by the Demon Lord’s army, you cut an escape path through the middle of the enemy. I would not consider that ‘running away.’”


      “I beg to differ. If it looked to you that I was not running away, it is simply because I was putting on a bold front for everyone. I didn’t run because you and Felipe were there. No, I couldn’t run. That’s all there was to it.”


      “…Either way, you didn’t run, Your Highness. Am I not wrong?” Elliot pressed me with a stern face.


      “No, you are wrong. I ran. Right at the very end, I ran.”


      The monsters around us lost interest in us. They ran off toward Ares, perhaps heeding the demon’s call.


      “After the Ludonian army’s first assault failed and suffered a massive defeat at the hands of the Demon Lord’s army, I took it harder than any of you imagined. You would know, since you were always at my side, that it was my very first setback. Not only did I fail for the first time but scores of people also died for my sake. Words cannot describe the mental anguish of that moment.”


      “What are you trying to say, Your Highness?”


      Elliot looked confused. Carlos spoke about himself as if he was a distant stranger, which struck Elliot as odd.


      “Obviously, the man you know as Carlos ran away—for the first and last time.”


      The look on Carlos’s face disappeared. His countenance was normally so eloquent and expressive. Now he was like a different person entirely.


      “You’re not…,” said Elliot.


      Although Elliot had lost his desire to fight after encountering his lord, he tightened his grip around his sword.


      “I was called back to the capital after that defeat. I went alone, since you and Felipe were not permitted to accompany me. In the carriage, I languished in guilt. I’d thought I could do anything, and I’d been convinced that this plan would work out well, just like all the other times. But it’d been used against me, and the knights died as they cried my name. Their words may have carved a mark on your heart, but their deaths carved a mark on mine. It ate me up inside.”


      “Ridiculous! You’re capable of overcoming their deaths and making change with your own strength! Your story can’t possibly be true!”


      “That’s the Carlos of your imagination, isn’t it, Elliot?” Carlos said flatly.


      “What…?”


      “My father and the ministers did not rebuke me that sternly. They realized that my manner was strange. To be perfectly frank, I retreated into myself. Father worried for me and kept me sequestered in the capital under the guise of illness. But then something happened that only made things worse. In your disgruntlement, you and Felipe recruited allies to your pro-prince faction. And you contrived to place me on the throne.”


      “You’re saying your illness was a mental one? Your Highness, it looked entirely to me as if he used illness as an excuse to detain you. It was only natural that we would bring you back and try to make you king!” Elliot insisted, flushed with emotion.


      “And because of that, I took poison. So you would think I truly was ill. That quelled the coup before it happened and stopped our border defense from crumbling. Elliot, you saw my pale face. You heard me say, ‘Protect our kingdom.’”


      Elliot gasped at Carlos’s uncharacteristic words.


      After a pregnant pause, he said, “I did see it. I heard you. You granted our wish for an audience, and when we realized you were genuinely ill, we returned to the border. To think you swallowed poison…”


      “I did. It made things go as I wanted them to. In exchange for my life.”


      Carlos’s voice turned flat, matching his expression.


      “Your life? What are you talking about, Your Highness? You’re alive right now, aren’t you?”


      “No, I died. I am dead.


      “Your hand killed the Hero, Elliot.”


      A pause, and then…


      “That is why I took on Carlos’s form.”


      …Carlos’s skin turned pale. As if it belonged to a corpse.


      “…Who are you? Who exactly are you?”


      Elliot readied his sword, no longer attempting to hide his hostility.


      “You don’t know? Surely, the legend was passed down within this kingdom. I have no form or name. But there is something that your people call me: shapeshifter.”


      Carlos readied his sword, too. His eyes turned scarlet, making him appear not quite human.


      “Shapeshifter? You say you’re a shapeshifter? A monster that transforms into people?! Who would believe you?! I suppose you killed His Highness and tried to usurp our kingdom! You fiend!”


      Elliot swung his blade furiously, only for the shapeshifter to deflect it cleanly with his sword.


      “I never imagined you would call yourself a shapeshifter. I was surprised when I first heard about it,” Elliot said, “I wondered how the Demon Lord’s army knew I was in Ludonia.”
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      The two combatants drew their heads together in the gap between their swords.


      “Why?! Why do you reveal yourself now?”


      “Carlos would have done so. He could not have brought himself to kill you when you did not regard him as an enemy. He always was a troublesome, rigid-minded fellow. Is that not why you and your comrades revered this man?”


      “How dare you speak as if you know him!”


      After a brief pause, Elliot ceded to his anger. He unleashed a ferocious slash.


      “Hmph. You’re stronger when you bring emotions to the fight,” the shapeshifter said flatly even as he blocked the strike with his blade.


      “Stop using Carlos’s face to say things he would say!”


      Elliot brought his sword downward with all his strength.


      Instead of blocking it, the shapeshifter skipped backward to dodge. “Carlos’s memories belong to me now. This body is perfectly modeled after his. There is not a single discrepancy. You and Felipe were always nearby, and you never noticed at all, did you? The only difference is that the original Carlos possessed the heart of an ordinary human. You could call him a sensitive soul, in fact. His heart was far from that of a Hero.”


      “You dare besmirch His Highness?!”


      Elliot swung with even more ferocity, though the shapeshifter used his sword to deflect it.


      “I do not speak with contempt. He was normal. A Hero is abnormal. It is that abnormality that sets them on the reckless path of vanquishing the Demon Lord. In that regard, Ares is the very definition of abnormal. He is genuinely inclined to defeat the Demon Lord. There is no bluster; he does not gear himself up to do it. In his mind, it is the natural thing to do. As if it is his duty. That is the reason why none of you noticed his peculiarity.”


      “Cease your nonsense! My liege was never inferior to Ares in any way!”


      “It is not a matter of inferiority. When I became Carlos, I obtained the mental fortitude required of a Hero, just as everyone wished for. After all, I am not human. I am a being that has existed since ancient times. Nothing can shake me. In that sense, could you not say I possess the very qualities you sought in Carlos?”


      The shapeshifter launched a skillful counterattack, pushing Elliot back.


      “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”


      Again, Elliot swung his sword with all the might in his body.


      “Oh, Elliot. How many times have I told you?” The shapeshifter’s words betrayed a very slight compassion. “You leave yourself open when you’re too emotional.”


      As Elliot performed a wide swing, the shapeshifter swiftly stepped forward and swept his sword to the side.


      “Gah…”


      The magic-honed blade cut through Elliot’s armor and into his stomach. Elliot crumpled to his knees.


      “Carlos treasured all of you. He did not wish for you to die.”


      There was no joy in Carlos after he slashed Elliot. In fact, sadness clouded his features.


      “That is why he gave up his own life in exchange. No, perhaps he wanted to make things easier for himself. After his failure.”


      The shapeshifter stared hard at Elliot, who was slumped on the ground.


      There was silence for a long moment.


      “It would seem that my sword arm hesitates, too,” the shapeshifter said finally. “A person’s memories rest within their body. And that includes this one. It would seem that, despite everything, Carlos treasures you all. When monsters started appearing inside the border after Ares was declared the Hero, I suspected your faction right away. However, Carlos wanted to believe. My identity clashed with Carlos’s memories, and all the while, the situation worsened. But then Ares’s party came along. Both Carlos and I were in agreement about handing the matter to them. Things turned out as I thought they would…but I also wished that it didn’t have to be this way.”


      As he spoke, the shapeshifter’s eyes and skin reverted to Carlos’s original color.


      “…Where are you going?” Elliot demanded, glaring balefully at the shapeshifter’s transformation.


      “I’m well aware of what’s happening. I expect the blue demon has made a personal appearance so that he can target Ares and his party,” the shapeshifter answered. “I won’t let this opportunity slip through my fingers. If I can rid this land of the demon commander who terrorizes it, then Ludonia will become much easier to protect. This, too, is my duty as ‘the Hero of Ludonia.’”


      Upon returning to Carlos’s form, the shapeshifter headed off toward the ring of monsters, which was still embroiled in battle.


      “You are no Hero… I would never call you that…,” Elliot moaned, unable to stand.


      “Yes, Elliot. You’re exactly right. You killed the Hero. Expectations can kill a person over time,” Carlos replied without looking back.
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      When did I start saying that I was going to be the Hero? I couldn’t remember the exact moment. It was when I was still young—that was about as far as I could recall.


      I believe I merely said it because, like other children my age, I knew about what the Hero represented, and I admired that figure without much thought. It was the kind of silly thing children often said.


      In my case, however, people took me seriously. Perhaps it was because I showed talent in both swordplay and magic when I was young. Still, it was not rare for members of royalty to exhibit great power. Most royals could trace their family lines back to a valiant champion, who themselves boasted powerful lineages. Put simply, the blood of heroes ran in our veins.


      Thus, the powers I exhibited were no miraculous gifts. In a way, they were perfectly ordinary. My talents with swordplay and magic just happened to align with the conventional image of a Hero.


      But when Felipe and my cousin Elliot, who were in the running to become my retainers at the time, saw my powers, they became convinced that I was the Hero.


      When others believe something like that of you, you must strive valiantly to make it so. Such is what it means to be royalty. Royals have an obligation to respond to the expectations of the people. Those who amble in their privilege have no right to the lineage of kings.


      I worked hard to live up to expectations. Whenever I had time to spare, I swung my sword and read magic tomes. It didn’t feel bad to be called a “Hero,” and those pastimes happened to coincide with my interests.


      I became skilled with a sword, and my magical strength also exceeded that of ordinary people. It was too much to ask a child not to get a big head over that. By the time I was fourteen, I was arrogantly thinking, Are there any Heroes out there besides me? Call it a teenager’s sense of invincibility.


      The older I got, however, the more things I came to understand. Although the demons were few in number, they were vastly more powerful than humans in terms of physical strength and magic. If the Demon Lord stood at the apex of the demons, then someone who possessed a bit of skill in swords and sorcery could never hope to defeat him. Otherwise, humanity wouldn’t have been so backed into a corner by the Demon Lord’s army. It made sense when I thought about it logically. I knew that Heroes were people who mistook recklessness for bravery and yet happened to succeed anyway.


      Despite that, the people around me—especially Felipe and Elliot—remained convinced that I was the Hero. As a prince, there were times when I needed to demonstrate my powers, and thus every so often, I unveiled my sword and magic skills. Because of this, I came to be known as the Hero of Ludonia.


      Given that I carried Ludonia on my shoulders, I appreciated the name. I would have the people’s support when I became king, and that would make the administration run smoother. So I deliberately refrained from rejecting the moniker. I went to the fort at the border and fought against the Demon Lord’s army so that I could achieve some real results as the “fledgling Hero.” Although many people spoke highly of me, my lack of experience with fighting monsters made just as many question whether I actually had the skills. My father, the reigning king, asked me to live up to my reputation and score some military victories. Others expected it of me as well.


      I wasn’t worried about fighting. I didn’t think I could take on the Demon Lord, but the lower-ranked demons posed little threat for me from what I had heard of their strengths. Felipe and Elliot, who were now my retainers, were accomplished knights in their own right. At the fort, I was given a group of bodyguards under the command of a knight named Darios.


      Although Darios lacked the grace of a knight, he was more than qualified to guard me, being the most experienced warrior in Ludonia’s army. His judgment never erred in combat, and he was a reliable man. He never failed to boost my morale in battle. Later, I would learn that beneath his bawdy jokes lay a faithful knight who yearned more than anyone for our country to be at peace.


      Felipe and Elliot took inspiration from Darios, and Darios, in turn, came to support their claim that I was the Hero who would bring peace to the world. I could not bring myself to deny it. Even though I was not trying to become the Hero, I had joined the war front to prove my worth. It was a source of mental anguish for me.


      When Darios, who was popular with everyone from the common foot soldiers to the generals, declared that I was the Hero, the idea gradually began to take root within the fort. Scarily enough, I got sucked into it, too, and to a confounding degree.


      Eventually, people began to talk about how I needed to defeat the demon commander to convince our king to send me to the Demon Lord’s territory.


      In truth, I didn’t possess quite that much resolve. The topic depressed me keenly. Yet my heart was torn. Putting aside the matter of sending me to the Demon Lord’s territory, it was evident to me that the Ludonian army was exhausted from fighting so many defensive battles. I feared that if the enemy kept wearing away at them, the fort would eventually fall. I believed that in order to defend Ludonia, it was necessary to strike down the demon commander.


      I sent a letter to my father asking for permission to launch an offensive against the demon, but he promptly rejected the idea. “You will return to the capital after you have scored a few more achievements,” was his reply.


      I believed his judgment was mistaken. One could even say he was ignorant of the present reality. If I returned to the capital, then the Ludonian forces at the fort would be unable to launch an offensive under royal orders. The only person who could defy the king’s orders was me, the prince. If I let this chance slip through my fingers, there would be no second opportunity.


      After speaking with the key personnel at the fort, we jointly decided to launch a large-scale offensive. The strategy was a simple one: circling around the enemy’s retreat route, then slaying the demon commander.


      I wasn’t underestimating him. However, I believed that his insistence on going through the same formulaic motions in every battle was evidence that his kind underestimated humanity.


      Unfortunately, the demon anticipated our strategy from the very start. He was two steps ahead and had always kept reserve troops waiting for us.


      They obliterated the unit under my command. Almost every member of the one hundred elite knights lost their lives. Felipe, Elliot, and I were among the few survivors. That was no coincidence. Darios and the others put their lives on the line to protect and give us an opportunity to escape.


      I could not bring myself to watch their deaths directly. Even though they died for my sake.


      Yet their cries still lingered in my ears.


      “Beat the Demon Lord one day!”


      “Bring peace to the world!”


      “The prince is our hope!”


      Each and every one of them shouted their hopes and dreams as they flung themselves to their doom without an ounce of hesitation.


      I might have acted in a way that aligned with their assumptions, but it was never my intention to deceive them. A member of the royal family had to conduct themselves in a way that gave people hope.


      Yet I was not so callous as to squander the wish that Darios and the knights gave their lives for. I didn’t want to do that.


      After the failed operation, I agonized over whether it was right for me to become the Hero. Discarding my status as the prince and taking Felipe and Elliot with me to the Demon Lord’s territory… It sounded like walking to my death, no two ways about it. Besides, it felt irresponsible as a prince of the nation to declare my intentions to become the Hero right after failing an offensive against the Demon Lord’s army.


      There was nobody I could talk to about my problems. Felipe and Elliot would have urged me to head for the Demon Lord’s territory right that second. They lived because Darios and the others had saved them. No doubt they felt even more responsible for his death than I did.


      When my father, the king, summoned me back to the capital to ask who was to blame for the defeat, I told him about it.


      “Do you not think that I should set off on a journey to vanquish the Demon Lord for the sake of those who sacrificed themselves for me?” I asked him.


      “Do you genuinely believe you can do it?” he replied.


      Contrary to my expectations, the king did not get angry with me. His eyes met mine quietly.


      “Is that truly your wish? If it is, then I will not oppose you. But it seems to me that you have been pressured into that position.”


      I gasped. The king verbalized exactly what I was feeling, as if he were a mind reader.


      “If it is not what you want, and if you are merely trying to become the Hero because of outside influence, then I suggest you give up on that. Heroes turn into something more than human. Simply having strong physical power and magic does not make you superhuman. Only freaks of nature with an iron will can become Heroes. You might be able to attain strength and magic through training, but it is hard to attain a strong mind. The human heart wavers easily. It is abnormal, in fact, for someone to disregard what others say and believe wholeheartedly in themselves. That strength does not exist within you, not in someone who would become the Hero merely because the people around you expect you to be that. If you were a true Hero, you would have ignored the expectations of others and forged your own path.”


      I couldn’t say a word. Every single thing he said rang completely true.


      The king knew from the very start that I did not possess the qualities of a Hero, and so he tried to rear me into being the next king. Nothing got past his eyes, one could say. I had misjudged my own father.


      “Rest, Carlos. You are weary. And I doubt you can recover mentally with Felipe and Elliot hanging around you. That’s the reason why I only called for you. I can see for myself whether the wounds on your body will heal, but it is hard to tell with mental wounds. The deaths of Darios and the other knights have taken a greater toll on your heart than I imagined.”


      He had summoned me out of fatherly love.


      I cried then for the first time. I wept for Darios’s death, for the deaths of our comrades. I wept out of frustration, for I could not meet their expectations.


      Then just as my father suggested, I went into convalescence under the pretext that I was suffering from an illness.


      For a while, I stayed in my room. Although I felt guilty about turning my back on the conflict with the Demon Lord’s army, I knew it was important to separate myself from that situation for the time being.


      I knew. But that didn’t stop the memories from haunting me. In my mind’s eye, I saw the faces of the dead. I heard their voices right in my ear. Whenever I went to sleep at night and whenever I woke in the mornings, they would assault me like an ambush.


      Darios had been a kind, empathetic man. He was understanding whenever we spoke. The others were the same. They’d all been good-natured people who hadn’t intentionally pushed me into becoming the Hero or vanquishing the Demon Lord.


      Yet I had no wish to ever speak to them again. I was afraid of letting them down. The thought of betraying their expectations filled me with fear.


      I was sure they wouldn’t blame me. I was blaming myself. I was the one who couldn’t stand who I was.


      There’s no helping anything now.


      No use dwelling on it.


      It’s over with.


      I’m sure they’d understand.


      They acted on their own.


      I should have died, too.


      If only the Demon Lord’s army would just destroy the whole country…


      All sorts of ideas swirled in my mind. All of them had their own logic. I just had to pick something to accept.


      Yet neither my heart nor my body could accept anything.


      Pain squeezed my chest. I couldn’t move. Tremors would rack my body, not just once or twice in the night but even during the light of day. They made me want to scream. I wanted to at least keep myself moving, so I tried swinging a sword or reading magic tomes, yet my body refused to obey my commands.


      This was a mental affliction, one that would not easily mend. The only thing I could do was wait for time to heal my wound.


      Yet time was not on my side.


      “Felipe and Elliot have formed a pro-prince faction, aiming to take back Prince Carlos and have him usurp the throne.”


      Such rumors came to my ears.


      Although the king might have placed a gag order to ensure these tidings never reached me, it was impossible to completely seal people’s mouths. When I left my room on a whim, I heard someone talking about it.


      It was the worst possible development. Given how responsible Felipe and Elliot felt over Darios’s death, they were genuinely serious about seeing their task through. If they succeeded, then I would have to venture to the Demon Lord’s territory as the Hero. If they failed, then we would lose scores of pro-prince knights at the fort, and this would make it impossible to fend off the Demon Lord’s army.


      Ludonia had fallen into dire straits, and it was once again all my fault.


      I entreated the king to let me speak with Felipe and Elliot. Although my father grimaced in reluctance, he ultimately agreed. There weren’t any other good options for resolving the situation.


      Then in order to make my convalescence real, I drank poison.


      I did it to save Ludonia. So that nobody would have to die.


      To make things easier for me…


      When Felipe and Elliot saw me at death’s door, they accepted that my illness was no falsehood and promised they would once again put their lives on the line to protect the kingdom. “We will protect it until Your Highness sees fit to return,” they said.


      That made me think they would fight to their very last breaths. I was satisfied with that.


      Afterward, many people went to great lengths to restore my health, the king first and foremost among them. Yet I had no desire to get better, and my prospects were dim.


      I was so very weary. Weary enough that I no longer desired to live.


      In fact, the illness brought me a strange relief. I could throw away my life to protect the kingdom, just as Darios had.


      One night, as my life wasted away, somebody visited my room.


      My eyes were no longer capable of vision. I merely sensed a presence, and that was all.


      My visitor spoke with an insolent tone. “Did you want to be the Hero?”


      “I didn’t want to be the Hero, no. I didn’t want to take the painful or wise path, like other people told me to do. I just wanted to live a straightforward, honest life, one day at a time, experiencing every emotion as they came. That’s the kind of person I wanted to be.”


      I was surprised that I could hold a conversation, given that my throat was no longer working. Was I having a dream right before I died?


      “Couldn’t you have accomplished that easily?” The speaker sounded puzzled.


      “It can be hard to do the obvious thing. It’s the same as trying to be a good person. Sometimes, people pretend not to see what’s right in front of them. That’s what happened with me. It’s why I took the wrong path.”


      “Then what would you have done if you were to pick the right path? What is your desire?”


      “I wanted to protect Ludonia. I hold everyone dear—my father, my mother, my sister, Felipe, Elliot, all the people in the castle, the knights and soldiers who fought at my side, the citizens of this nation. I might have run away pathetically out of the weakness of my heart, but those are my true, honest feelings.”


      Even as I spoke, pain constricted my chest. The knowledge of what I had to protect agonized me relentlessly.


      There was silence, and then… “Carlos. You are not pathetic. You were merely softhearted. You tried your hardest to grant the wishes of others, and the burden simply broke you. There is nothing to be ashamed of.”


      The words stroked my heart gently. I was as if some small part of my pain had finally eased.


      “I can grant your wish. I can take your place, take your body, take your voice, take your power—and protect Ludonia. But to do that, I will need to receive your form. What do you say?”


      It was a frightful suggestion, and yet for some reason, I felt no fear. Because I knew who this person was.


      “So you’re a shapeshifter. The creature summoned by our founding king, according to the oral legends of the royal family. The deity that protected Ludonia.”
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      “A deity, you say? It has been a while since anyone called me that. These days, I am treated thoroughly as a monster.”


      I could sense the shapeshifter smiling ruefully.


      “Very well. I will give you my body. Take my memories, my power, and everything else you see fit. You are the god who once took our king’s place to guide humanity.”


      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I sensed something covering my body. It sank into me.


      Yet strangely, it did not feel unpleasant. I felt as if some part of me had finally been released from its pain.
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      When monsters abruptly appeared, cutting Ares off from his friends, Solon and the others stopped and tried to regroup. Not a single person considered leaving Ares behind and going on ahead.


      But there were so many monsters, and the trio was so thoroughly surrounded that they couldn’t move at all.


      “That scumbag Elliot attacked Ares.” Solon gnashed his teeth as he roasted a group of monsters with magical flames. Although Ares was no pushover, Elliot was said to be the next strongest after Carlos. Ares stood little chance against him.


      “So the traitor was Elliot after all,” Leon said, not pausing in his swordplay. He always focused on offense, but with Ares separated from the party, Leon needed to protect the others. This meant he could not fight exactly as he wished.


      “We have to go help Ares quickly.” Maria chanted a spell to relieve Solon and Leon of their fatigue, but her gaze remained fixed on Ares. Every so often, she contributed to the fight with a sharp flash of her staff, whacking any monsters that drew near.


      “…Have you ever considered a career on the vanguard?” An ambivalent look crossed Solon’s face as he watched her. Being male, he was slightly in front of her, but Maria was unquestionably stronger than him at close-range combat.


      “Oh, Solon, that’s quite a rude thing to say to a delicate maiden, don’t you think?” she replied.


      “You need to learn what delicate means,” Solon retorted as he cast another spell.


      An ordinary mage would have been wide open to attack after unleashing one or two spells, but Solon kept the enemy at bay by using beginner spells with quick chants. Although he was following Ares’s commands, he was able to do all this because of his many years of research. He minimized his magic consumption and abbreviated the incantations to their shortest possible forms. This allowed Solon to shoot off spells consecutively.


      Solon’s debates with Ares about how to wield magic were another factor. Magic was generally used quite imprecisely, with the idea being that anything was fine as long as the spell hit the enemy. The main purpose of magic was to take out a large group of enemies in one fell swoop. As a result, mages were encouraged to hone the strength of their spells or learn more advanced forms if there was any leeway for fine-tuning. However, Ares’s lack of magical talent meant that powerful spells were beyond him, leaving him only beginner ones to choose from. Although the amount of magical energy one possessed was innate, people could improve the precision of their spells through hard work and practice. This was why Ares had focused on improving his precision and Solon had taken interest in his efforts.


      “More precision means more efficient spellcasting, which also lowers magic consumption. I suppose this would be more useful on a journey to defeat the Demon Lord,” Solon had told him.


      Despite his words, however, it was not so easy to forsake a mage’s principles. Powerful spells were proof of a mage’s skill. When Ares firmly rejected this, Solon finally found the resolve to reject it, too.


      For all my talk, I was also scared of failure. I was scared of people saying I couldn’t hack it.


      As he smiled ruefully to himself, Solon used beginner spells swiftly and precisely. They were his stalwart ally in a close-range battle, where the standard principles of magic were woefully unsuited.


      Leon swung his sword.


      He kept his moves slight and not flashy. Any onlooker would have thought of them as plain. Yet by keeping even his fingertips as restrained as humanly possible, he managed to avoid getting jumbled despite being surrounded by enemies.


      Leon did not wield his sword like this in the past. He preferred beautiful, showy moves that exemplified his strengths to everyone who watched him. He picked up new techniques and made a point of showing them off. When he was deemed the Sword Saint at a young age, Leon felt pressed to demonstrate his strength, and that habit had stuck.


      Ares’s swordplay was the complete opposite. Although Leon understood the importance of the basics, Ares embodied them to their extreme. At first, Leon looked down on him for focusing on the basics to compensate for his lack of innate talent, but when he fought against Ares after he’d honed his skills, he saw they made a definite difference.


      Day by day, Ares’s moves became more streamlined, and his sword form improved. And the sight of him made Leon think…


      Maybe I’ve been rushing too far ahead?


      But he couldn’t copy Ares. He had his position as the Sword Saint to maintain. Even if he’d ceded the title of Hero to Ares, Leon still had his pride. He knew he could beat Ares in a sword fight. He took satisfaction in his skills.


      It was only when Ares pointed it out to him that he finally realized the obstinacy of his ways.


      I’m more of an uncultured swine than I thought.


      After that, Leon reversed course and restrained his flashy moves, emulating Ares’s simple sword style in combat.


      This left zero gaps in his stance, which was a terrifying prospect for the monsters.


      Maria was in a foul mood.


      Why do I have to be with the likes of Leon and Solon? Why does the world have to be so tactless after I decided to be at Ares’s side? I might be the Holy Maiden, but I never foresaw such a cruel future.


      In spite of her dangerous predicament, Maria lamented her misfortune in quite another sense.


      She used a healing spell—or rather, a divine miracle that allowed her to lessen fatigue and restore a small amount of magical energy. She could accomplish that without needing to chant.


      She had learned this so that she could support Ares during their time at Falm Academy.


      Although Ares certainly possessed the iron will and sturdy constitution to carry out his superhuman efforts, even he had his limits. If Maria hadn’t been healing him from the sidelines, Ares’s mind and body would have shattered.


      Ares’s reckless exertion was made possible by Maria’s devotion. Nobody knew this—not even Ares himself.


      This was because Maria had never verbalized it.


      She was fond of Ares. Be that as it may, however, she acted because she had faith in him as someone who had made a miracle happen. Wouldn’t it be beautiful, she thought, if her goodwill and faint devotion came together in some form?


      When Maria secretly started healing Ares throughout his foolhardy efforts, the experience was a boon for her as much as it was for him. She’d always used her healing magic out of obligation, restoring people irrespective of her free will. She’d felt nothing, and she could not see the value of divine miracles. She even wished she could not hear the voice of God. She placed no hope in people, not even herself. It was Ares who changed that.


      She never told Ares that she had been healing him so as not to spoil the happy memories. She doubted that anyone would be able to understand. It was also why she couldn’t get enthused about applying her secret healing technique on other men. She had learned it for Ares, not them.


      But these two are doing their best, too…


      Maria sighed quietly.


      Leon and Solon were very different from how they once were. They used to be stuck up because of their talent, always demanding the best of the people around them. And because of that, both of them had become emotionally isolated from other people, and in Solon’s case, he’d physically isolated himself, too. They were not whom Maria considered “good people.” Even if they possessed the strength to become Heroes, they lacked the heart.


      Maria supposed that Leon now had it in him to become the Hero. Perhaps Solon could be considered a Hero, too, after he matured a bit more emotionally.


      This was evident in how they both declared that they weren’t the Hero. Because they saw Ares’s light. They knew and respected the spirit that lay beneath his nondescript exterior. Very few people were capable of understanding this.


      This was why Maria considered them people she could heal, if she supposed. She was still a bit miffed, however, even though she saw the necessity.


      So she took out her frustration on a goblin that came too near, whacking it firmly on the head with her staff. The small monster crumpled to the ground, not even twitching. This cheered her up somewhat. Although the action hardly befitted the Holy Maiden, Maria told herself it was self-defense. What else was she supposed to do?


      Another monster came her way—a formidable hobgoblin. It somehow managed to survive a wound from Leon’s sword, and when it saw a helpless priest, it tried to reach out for her. Maria doubted she could simply knock it flat with her staff.


      “Aren’t you hurt?” Maria said to the hobgoblin. Her voice dripped with kindness and compassion.


      To this, the hobgoblin moaned. “Guh…” It drew to a halt, even though it could not possibly have understood the human language.


      The monster began to feel a searing pang in its wound, even though it had been putting up with it before.


      “Oh dear, you’re bleeding so much…”


      Maria’s expression took on a pained look.


      And indeed, blood gushed endlessly from the gash. The hobgoblin glanced a few times between its injury and Maria, its face scrunched with fear.


      “I’m afraid your wound looks deep. There is nothing that can be done for you.”


      Maria shook her head regretfully, and the hobgoblin collapsed with a scream.


      Upon witnessing this display, the Holy Maiden murmured exasperatedly to herself, “Why do humans and monsters alike think that divine miracles only heal wounds? God is not as neat and clean as you think.”


      The words disappeared within her mouth, never reaching Leon’s and Solon’s ears.


      Although the three of them did not normally get along, they were finally starting to work together in combat. Perhaps it was because they shared the goal of rescuing Ares.


      Their enemies were numerous, and they still hadn’t broken through the net around them, but they felt it was only a matter of time.


      But then all of a sudden, a gap appeared in the enclosure.


      None of the trio saw this as a good sign. Solon openly scowled. “He’s here. First time since the Great Forest of Lozorof, huh?”


      “Yeah, and this one’s stronger than the one back then.” Leon readjusted the grip on his sword carefully.


      A massive blue demon appeared in their midst.
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      “So you’re the friends of this generation’s Hero. You’re capable; I have to hand it to you.”


      With dual swords clasped in his hands, the blue demon sauntered over to Leon and the others.


      The swords in question were greatswords, but the demon’s enormous frame meant that he had little trouble holding one in each hand. Although he was wearing armor, it was applied in a haphazard way that left his joints exposed.


      “Are you the demon who’s been hounding Ludonia?” Solon demanded.


      Without waiting for a response, he fired off a spell he’d been preparing in his hand. Powerful flames enveloped the demon—so powerful, in fact, that the monsters around him ran about frantically.


      But the demon swatted the spell away with a flick of the sword in his right hand, as if it were a speck of dust.


      “But of course,” the demon replied simply to the question, not stopping his stride.


      “Just what I’d expect from a high-ranking demon. You can dispel magic with your sword. It’s my first time seeing that trick.” Solon’s smile was stiff.


      “But Ludonia will be safer if we take him out.” Leon slid in front, brandishing his gleaming greatsword. It seemed to flash like lightning.


      Yet the demon deflected this with ease, too. Instead of pushing the attack, Leon backed away, regaining some distance.


      “You are skilled with the dual-swords style. Demons are fearsome indeed,” the Sword Saint said, commending his foe frankly. He had never seen a human use two swords so effectively.


      “Many of our kind wield two swords. We are stronger than humans. It goes without saying.”


      The next moment, the demon let out a bestial roar. The monsters had been docile throughout the conversation, but then all of a sudden, they rushed at Solon and the others from behind.


      “I’ve heard that demons have a high opinion of themselves, but you’re not so cocky that you’ll fight us by yourself, I see,” said Solon. “I’ll take the small fry! Leon, you focus on the blue demon!”


      Solon had been priming a spell for the demon, but then he switched his target to the monsters. A vicious explosion blew away a solid chunk of the horde. He immediately started preparing the next incantation. With Leon squaring off against the demon, Solon could no longer afford to take breathers between spells.


      Leon exhaled slightly, then concentrated on the demon before his eyes. Although he knew Solon had a heavier burden by fighting the monsters without him, he couldn’t afford to leave the demon alone.


      He wasn’t tired. In fact, it was almost sickening how peak his condition was. He probably had Maria’s healing magic to thank for that. There was no doubt in Leon’s mind that the reason Solon could keep casting so many spells was because of Maria’s miracles. The ill-natured woman looked like she was doing nothing at all, yet she wielded that fearsome power as simply as breathing. Leon was sure that even in this dire situation, she was watching the two of them fight with a calm and composed face.


      Then I must fight in a way that befits the name of the Sword Saint.


      Leon brought his sword down diagonally, aiming for the exposed flesh of the demon’s arm.


      But then his opponent’s entire body filled his vision. When Leon saw the demon bring up his right arm to block, he instantly sprang his sword back up and slashed again from the opposite angle.


      From an onlooker’s perspective, it would have looked as if Leon was brandishing two swords, so searing was the afterimage. Yet the demon saw through this move, too, and moved his left arm to guard. This prompted Leon to alter the course of his second strike. Just as his blade made a slight cut on the demon’s side, the opponent in question skipped to the side.


      “Too shallow?”


      Leon instantly flipped around to face the demon. Droplets of blood dripped from the demon’s side where he had been injured.


      “You move well. Your sword arm is superior to that of the Ludonian prince.”


      The demon’s fierce countenance twisted into a smile—as if to declare that it was his deepest wish to duel a powerful foe.


      This time, it was the demon who made a move. He performed a careless sweep with the sword in his right arm, relying entirely on brawn. This also meant the assault was full of openings to exploit. As he dodged it, Leon instinctively aimed for the demon’s unguarded neck.


      Only for the demon to block it by flexing his bare shoulder.


      Blood gushed forth.


      The demon paid no heed to his new wound, choosing to strike Leon with the blade in his left hand. Although Leon was a moment slow when reacting to the demon’s atypical move, his sword managed to stop the attack just in time.


      But it put Leon on the back foot, allowing the demon to bear his entire body down on Leon’s sword with his monstrous strength.


      Leon flew into the air and thudded against the ground. Although he immediately rose, the demon was waiting with another attack. Despite the blood pouring from his flank and shoulder, he showed no sign of letting up. This was the demon’s way. Their tenacious flesh and incredible durability were superior to those of every human in existence.


      Even as Leon’s back screamed in pain from where it had landed against the ground, he continued blocking the demon’s strikes. No, if he didn’t block, he would be instantly cut in two. Such was the demon’s overwhelming force.


      Leon had once lost to a demon in the Great Forest of Lozorof. Fighting alongside Ares had restored his shaken confidence, and he’d thought he was back to normal by now. He’d thought he was strong enough not to lose to a demon again.


      Yet perhaps that, too, Leon sensed, was hubris.


      This particular demon was far stronger than the one who had attacked the students at Falm Academy. No wonder this one led an army—the difference was like night and day. He’d let Leon take the first move and even sustained a wound. Yet despite that, he flipped the situation around so casually. It was Leon’s first time witnessing such a feat, and it was no small shock to his system.


      Although Leon didn’t notice it himself, his sheer talent meant that he was on the offense most of the time, and he only rarely had to defend. He was strong enough to see through his opponent’s guard, and all he had to do was move his body slightly to respond. Even when surrounded by hordes of monsters, Leon had been able to employ offense as his defense.


      Yet Leon’s decisive strikes did nothing to the demon. Now that Leon was on the defensive, his weaknesses began to show. Because he was completely inside the demon’s range, he could not simply tilt his body to dodge an attack. It was all he could do to deflect the blows with his sword.


      At some point, the pain in his back ebbed. Maria must have healed him. Still, it wasn’t enough to overcome the disadvantage. Bit by bit, his balance broke down, until at last, he took a hit from the sword in the demon’s right hand. Leon’s stance collapsed.


      His eyes took in the sight of the left-hand sword coming right for him. It seemed to move in slow motion. Yet he couldn’t dodge it. He could see it with his eyes, and he could understand it with his head, yet his body refused to budge. There was no question in his mind—this was what death looked like.


      So this is where I die.


      Just as Leon acquiesced to his fate, there came a dull sound of steel against steel.


      Somebody had rescued the Sword Saint from death—and there was nobody else it could be but the Hero.


      Ares blocked the demon’s massive sword with his shield, putting his entire body behind the motion. He didn’t deflect it—he took it straight on.


      “Sorry, Leon. I was kind of held up!”


      Although there was tension in Ares’s voice, there was kindness, too. Leon felt his body loosening up.


      “Showing up at the right moment is what Heroes do,” said Ares. His lips curled into a smile.


      The demon was about to strike at Ares with the sword in his right hand, only for Ares to deflect it.


      “Ngh?” The demon grunted.


      The Hero in his midst was not so strong that the demon felt intimidated. Though Ares’s defense was impressive, his sword skills left something to be desired. The man whom the demon had just been fighting was more powerful.


      Is this boy meant to be the Hero? the demon wondered.


      It was baffling. Ares was skilled enough to keep up with Elliot, but his strength wasn’t anything to write home about.


      As if to swat away his confusion, the demon channeled every bit of strength into his sword strike. It was a blow powerful enough to cleave through a person, armor and all.


      Yet Ares blocked it again with his shield, head-on. The Hero’s feet scraped the ground, his whole body moving with the force, and yet the backlash was enough to make the demon’s arm feel numb.


      Is he strong? No, hardy? Who the hell is this human?


      The demon had no time to think, because the man with the moniker of Sword Saint came at him from the other side. Leon—that was his name. Although he had been cornered just a moment ago, he attacked with renewed vigor. He was swift on his feet, his sword dancing even more brilliantly than it had before.


      They’re strong.


      The demon acknowledged this. When the two humans worked together, their power was undeniable.


      The Hero took charge of defense, while the Sword Saint focused on offense. It wasn’t a bad balance.


      But this ends here.


      As he fought the pair with his dual swords, the demon inhaled lightly. A breath attack—blue flames usable by those who had received a divine blessing. There were not many even among the ranks of demons who could wield it.


      Flames erupted from the demon’s mouth, charting a straight course toward Ares.


      It was not something he could block with his shield. For a fraction of a moment, the Hero hesitated over what to do, and that slowed his reaction.


      “Ares!”


      Leon’s scream cut through the night.
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      At the point when Ares wavered over whether to dodge or block the demon’s breath attack with his shield, there was no real choice at all. There was no time to dodge, and so he reflexively raised his shield.


      But the blue flames were powerful enough to consume and burn both the shield and its holder. When he saw Ares lift his shield, the demon was convinced that the Hero was done for. Even if the demon was to fall after this, killing off the Demon Lord’s sworn enemy was a worthy enough accomplishment. Perhaps the demons might finally achieve their goal of eradicating humanity. One could call this a historic feat.


      The demon channeled strength into his exhaling breath.


      But then someone cut in between them—someone who recklessly took the blue flames on their back, thereby protecting the Hero.


      It was Carlos. Although his trusty black armor had a magical enchantment that might have protected him from the flames, he was wearing only a meager breastplate at that moment.


      Scorched by the blue inferno, Carlos screamed in agony.


      “Gaaahhh!”


      “You…”


      The demon was confused. Carlos, the prince of Ludonia, had taken the breath attack that was meant to kill the Hero.


      Still, Carlos was another obstacle in conquering Ludonia. One could say it was a stroke of good fortune that he’d jumped into the blast.


      Should I keep roasting him? Or prioritize the Hero?


      The demon couldn’t make up his mind.


      “Leon!” Ares shouted as he ran for the demon.


      Ares had no hesitation. When somebody was in peril, he understood it was crucial to take down the enemy first and foremost. In his mind, he had gone over it many, many times. What should he have done four years ago? He even dreamed about it constantly. What could he have done to save him?


      So Ares chose to kill the demon instead of helping Carlos.


      For his part, Leon had been momentarily wavering about what to do, but Ares’s shout caused him to react. The two of them came slashing at the demon’s sides. Because he’d been so focused on spewing his breath attack, the demon was just a fraction late to react.


      He successfully blocked Ares’s sword with the blade in his right hand. However, Leon’s sword got right past the demon’s left-hand sword—and slashed the demon’s head.


      “Guhhh…”


      Even with a deep cut in his neck, the demon did not give up. He knew the moment the enemy thought they had won was when they were most vulnerable.


      The demon let go of his swords. Extending the claws in his left hand, he tried to rip a hole through Leon’s gut when the swordsman drew near. Leon had been preparing for the finishing blow, and it didn’t even occur to him that the demon would retaliate with his bare hands. He didn’t notice the claws at all.


      A powerful impact ensued, tearing through gut muscles.


      Not Leon’s—the demon’s.


      “I know you guys don’t die straight away. And your claws and fangs can be weapons, too.”


      Ares rammed his sword through the demon’s abdomen, practically slamming himself into his foe.


      Not even the demon could get out of that one. His movements came to a stop.


      Then not a moment later, Leon’s sword sent the demon’s head flying off his shoulders. He didn’t even have time to bare his fangs.


      “Excellent work…,” Carlos said, his voice a groan. Even though his body was scorched, he watched Ares and Leon take down their foe with a look of satisfaction. He fell to his knees.


      “I’ll cast a healing spell!”


      Ares rushed over to Carlos without even bothering to pull his sword out of the demon. A small light illuminated his hand.


      A fine decision, Carlos thought.


      Ares had defeated the enemy, then helped his ally. He never wavered. Instead of trying to do everything all at once, he had a clear set of priorities and got to action promptly. He must have carved that decision into his body after a great deal of reflection.


      He’s a fine Hero.


      “Healing magic isn’t working?”


      Meanwhile, Ares was deeply confused. His healing magic only had enough power to restore minor injuries. He knew this, and it was why he sought to tide Carlos over until Maria came. But his spell had no effect. He didn’t get the faintest sense that he was even healing Carlos at all.


      “…I suppose God hates me. My faith is lacking,” Carlos joked in an attempt to make Ares feel better.


      “This can’t be! This is what I learned healing magic for!”


      Ares’s face contorted. Carlos felt as if he was catching a glimpse of the true face beneath the young man’s powerful spirit.


      …He sees someone else in me.


      Carlos knew that the faint light of a divine miracle still lay in Ares’s hand. Ares continued using healing magic, even though he could sense it had no effect.


      Carlos was about to tell him that it was pointless, but he stopped. The light was warm. It felt nice. Even though it did nothing to heal his wounds.


      “Why did you do that for me…?” Ares asked me. His twisted face crumpled as if it were about to break.


      He was an ordinary person, possessing an ordinary kindness. These were the kind of qualities that would exist in anyone. Carlos felt that this was the true form of the Hero.


      “Because I’m a Hero, too,” Carlos replied. “I couldn’t help but save you, even though you’re my business rival. I’d be the only Hero left if you were gone.” He smiled with the corners of his lips, attempting to hide his agony.


      “Okay, then I’ll save you! Count on it!”


      His mind made up, Ares climbed to his feet.
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      I pulled my sword out of the demon and ran to Maria so that I could bring her over. Leon was already on his way toward Solon and Maria, brandishing his sword. Although the demon was dead, there were still plenty of monsters around, giving Solon and Maria a tough fight. Solon was casting magic without pause, and even Maria was swinging her staff, darting about so that the monsters couldn’t close in.


      But with the demon gone, the monsters were also slowly but surely falling into disarray.


      “Rahhh!”


      I deliberately raised my voice as I brought my blade down. I did this to intimidate the monsters as well as to let my friends know I was alive and well.


      When he saw me, Solon lifted his lips into a smile. Maria, who had been clobbering the monsters, instantly swapped her sadistic expression for a modest and maidenly one.


      “Solon, cast a big, flashy spell, please! I want you to wipe away the monsters!” I yelled.


      Solon saw what I was getting at and instantly started chanting a spell. I waved my sword around wildly to draw the enemies away from him in the meantime. For his part, Leon slaughtered the monsters with blistering speed.


      Then Solon finished his spell, creating a massive explosion right in the middle of the horde. Spooked, the monsters fled, just as I hoped they would.


      “Ares!” Maria beamed when she saw me come in to help.


      “Prince Carlos is horribly burned! Please, heal him!” I begged.


      Maria seemed a little annoyed, but she turned her gaze to the prince. Then her dark eyes blinked wide. “Ares… The prince—”


      I swung around at her unusual tone. Prince Carlos was lying on the ground, and standing right next to him was Elliot, who had been gone from the action until now. His hands gripped his sword, and he had plunged it into the prince’s stomach.


      “Elliot! Why?!” I cried.


      Surprise and anger exploded in my chest.


      But I saw the tears dripping ceaselessly down Elliot’s chin. Plus, he was gravely wounded, and blood flowed down his armor.


      “Smile, Ares. My Hero is gone. He never existed at all! Rejoice, for you are the one and only Hero!”


      Despair choked Elliot’s voice.


      He pulled out his sword, then pressed it to his own neck without hesitation.


      “Wait, Elliot!” I yelled.


      Fresh blood gushed forth, and Elliot collapsed. I couldn’t help but avert my eyes at this grisly end.


      Why would Elliot do that to Prince Carlos?


      The question swirled in my mind. But healing Prince Carlos came first. He might have been stabbed in the stomach, but Maria’s magic might just heal him in time.


      “Maria!”


      I didn’t even need to call out to her. Maria had already raced over to the prince’s side, where she clasped her hands in prayer. A powerful, sublime light flowed from her body, a far cry from my own healing magic. Without a doubt, I was witnessing a miracle from the Holy Maiden.


      The light enveloped Prince Carlos. It was capable of restoring any wound, no matter how grave.


      And yet neither the stabs nor the burns showed any trace of healing. In fact, from what I could see, his condition seemed to be worsening.


      After holding her hand over him for a while, Maria softly announced, “I cannot heal him.”


      “Huh? It’s not just me? You can’t do it, either, Maria?”


      I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I’d always assumed that Maria could heal anything.


      “This person is not human. He is not an animal or a monster, either. He exists outside the bounds of God’s grace, and therefore, he cannot receive a divine blessing.”


      Maria’s eyes were graver than they had ever been—she wasn’t joking.


      “What are you talking abo—?”


      “No, leave me be. It’s fine like this.”


      The prince interrupted me, gently waving his hand as he spoke—as if shrugging the divine miracle off his body. Although the motion was sluggish, I was surprised that he could still move with his injuries.


      “I am scorned by your god.”


      The prince’s voice was different from usual. His eyes turned crimson, and his skin went pale. It looked less like the consequence of being stabbed with a sword and more like a transformation.


      Maria stepped softly toward the prince. “You’re the shapeshifter, aren’t you? A creature with no form of its own.”


      “A human heart rests in this form. I am me, but I am also Carlos.”


      The words out of the prince’s mouth sounded like gibberish. But Maria didn’t seem fazed. She asked her next question: “I’ve heard that those without forms cannot die. But aren’t those wounds grave nonetheless?”


      As if reacting to Maria’s solemn question, the prince coughed blood—no, more like some kind of strange black liquid.


      “It is grave, yes,” he mustered finally. “But I was prepared for this to happen. I can see that you are no ordinary Holy Maiden. What a grueling role you must play.”


      The prince met Maria’s gaze and gave her a lopsided smile.


      A grueling role? What was he talking about?


      “I am but a humble priest,” Maria replied, her voice cool and level. “Ye, forsaken by God, your wounds are beyond saving. Have you any last words?”


      Coldly, ruthlessly, she announced his death in a way that nobody could imagine of a Holy Maiden.


      Leon hurriedly stepped in. “Wait, Maria! What are you saying? The prince was a shapeshifter? Even if that’s true, he was still on our side, at least. Isn’t there anything you can do to help him?”


      “No. This is God’s decision.”


      Maria’s words felt as hard as marble. It was enough to shock Leon into silence.


      “His decision… Yes, indeed. But I have one request for you.”


      “What is it?” A small tinge of compassion found its way into Maria’s voice.


      “Swap my body for Elliot’s. Carlos and Elliot are cousins who are close in age and similar in build. Let the record be that a shapeshifter took Elliot’s place and slew Carlos. You can do that for me, can’t you, Great Sage?”


      The creature that was once Prince Carlos slowly but surely turned white, and his form began to disintegrate. Even his eyes changed. There weren’t just two of them anymore; eyes sprouted all over him.


      Solon had been listening silently to the creature’s words, and at last, he nodded. “Very well. My spell can create that impression for a brief time. Will this sufficiently raise Ludonia’s morale after their prince’s untimely death?”


      Now that the shapeshifter had revealed its true form, Solon spoke as politely to it as he had in its previous guise.


      I said nothing. I felt there was something fateful about this idea of taking the place of one’s cousin.


      “You’re quick on the uptake. I should have expected no less.”


      The shapeshifter spoke evenly, but there was a note of satisfaction in its voice.


      “Ares.”


      The shapeshifter turned its crimson eyes to me.


      “Was I a Hero?”


      A Hero? The shapeshifter?


      After a moment of hesitation, I recalled my memories with this version of Prince Carlos. No matter what his true identity was, he had most certainly fought for Ludonia’s sake.


      And when I saw how loved he was by others, how strong he was, how he teemed with confidence, I couldn’t help but think that he was exactly like him.


      “You…were my ideal Hero,” I said.


      “Is that so?” the shapeshifter replied, seemingly pleased by the answer.


      But then the pupils of its red eyes gradually lost their focus, and I could tell the strength was seeping from its body.


      Only the part of it that seemed to be its lips moved with a twitch.


      Maria brought her ear to it without hesitation.


      “Is it saying something?” I asked. If the Hero did have final words, I wanted to know them.


      “No, nothing…”


      Maria’s eyes were filled with tranquility.
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      I prayed.


      I prayed for my dearest brother’s illness to go away quickly.


      My dearest brother was smart, incredible with a sword, accomplished at magic, and a skilled horse rider. Everyone expected great things from him. He worked so hard to meet those expectations—to become a great Hero, and to become a great prince.


      …But then all of a sudden, he fell ill. He must have overexerted himself.


      At present, he couldn’t even get out of bed. There wasn’t anything I could do about it, but I certainly wasn’t injured or ill myself.


      “It’s good that you’re healthy,” my father and mother would say to me, although I couldn’t help but feel a sense of reproach in their words. “Why did you have to be the healthy one?” they seemed to be saying. It made me feel wretched.


      The conflict with the Demon Lord’s army at the border wore on, and I learned that the Ludonian army was struggling in my dearest brother’s absence.


      Everyone was anxious. All I could do was pray.


      Pray to the spirits to make my dearest brother’s illness go away quickly.


      The spirits abounded everywhere. Ever since I was little, I’d been able to see them. “There’s one here,” I would tell people. “There’s one there.” But nobody took me seriously, and some people even got mad and told me to “stop saying weird things.” So I no longer told people about the spirits.


      They were my little secret.


      These days, I knew that people had a dim opinion of the spirits and thought they were creepy. I was the only one who counted the spirits as my friends. So I prayed to them.


      Then one day, a spirit came to me.


      “I will grant your wish,” it said.


      The spirit in question didn’t have any features—not eyes, a nose, or even a mouth. Its limbs were distorted, and it was hard to make out how many of them it had. I couldn’t tell its head from its body.


      It doesn’t have a proper form.


      But I knew it wasn’t a bad creature. I knew it couldn’t help being what it was.


      “I wish for my dearest brother to become healthy and protect Ludonia like he did before.”


      “I see…”


      For some reason, the spirit fell into deep thought. Maybe it felt my wish was difficult to grant.


      “I cannot save your brother. His death is unavoidable. But I can take his place. Will that suffice for you?”


      A rasping noise escaped my throat. My dearest brother was going to die. That was a terrible, awful thing to imagine. But it also meant that unless someone protected Ludonia in his stead, everybody would be upset. Felipe and Elliot were strong knights, but they probably couldn’t replace my dearest brother. Not them, considering they foisted their wishes onto someone else.


      “…Please replace my dearest brother and become the Hero who protects Ludonia.”


      I said those words calmly, which probably made me a creepy girl in the spirit’s eyes. But what else was I supposed to do? Everyone would be upset if I didn’t go through with this. I was a member of Ludonian royalty, too. I forgot about it most of the time, but I had to do what I could for everyone else. That’s what my brother told me. My dearest brother, the only person in the world who was ever kind to me.


      It was why I had to make this decision—as royalty.


      The spirit was silent for a moment before saying, “Very well. Then I will take your brother’s body, become this kingdom’s Hero, and protect Ludonia. But there is one problem.”


      “What is it?”


      “This is not your own wish.”


      “Huh?”


      “I can manifest a physical form in exchange for wishes. I cannot do that unless it is your own wish, for I can only take shape through the granting of wishes. Your wish to protect the kingdom is indeed sincere. Yet that wish is on behalf of others. It does not belong to you.”


      “My wish… My wish…”


      I thought about it hard. About my true wish.


      …Was it that, I wonder? Probably, right? But was it okay to ask for such a thing? Because if my dearest brother went away, everyone would forget about me.


      “It’s a bit weird, but…”


      “Do not be shy. Say it.”


      “…um, well, I believe that when everyone dies, they think of the person they treasure the most. It might be their father or mother or maybe their children. But I suppose my father and mother will think of my dearest brother when they die. Not me. But that can’t be helped, can it? He’s my dearest, talented brother. Meanwhile, I’m just a slightly creepy girl who can see things other people can’t. But that’s kind of sad, you know. I want at least one person to think of me. I want at least someone to consider me their most important person at the very end. My dearest brother is kind, so he might remember me, but he’s not biased toward anyone, so I expect he’ll think of Father and Mother and Felipe and Elliot, too. But that’s not what I want. I don’t want that kind of remembrance.”


      As I spoke, it occurred to me that this really was a strange wish. It was selfish to want someone on the verge of death to think of me. But I just wanted to be the top person in someone’s heart. I would get married to somebody in the future, although this was a contract that had little to do with personal feelings. Even if I had children, the fact that they were royalty meant that my interactions with them would be superficial. I knew that better than anyone. When I died, my father and mother probably wouldn’t think of me. I doubted that even my attendants truly revered me. They were with me solely because it was their job.


      At this rate, I would die without existing in anyone’s thoughts. That was a dreadful, terrifying prospect.


      “Why?”


      “Huh?”


      “You pray so earnestly for your brother and for other people. Surely, there are plenty of people who hold you dear.”


      “I don’t believe so. Nobody cares about me…”


      It didn’t bother me. I didn’t stand out much. Because I was creepy. Because I didn’t have a shred of my dearest brother’s talent.


      “…Very well. I will grant that wish, as well as your wish for your brother to become the Hero of Ludonia.”


      “Really?”


      “But listen, girl, O silver-haired girl. Wishes are not free of charge. In exchange, I will seek a beautiful form.”


      “A beautiful form?”


      “Yes, a beautiful form. I can only obtain a beautiful form through a beautiful wish. I seek a form because I have none of my own. It is like seeking an end when one is eternal.”


      “…I don’t really get it.”


      “It is fine if you don’t understand. Silver-haired girl, your wish is beautiful. I expect I will obtain a beautiful form. When I do, I will grant your wish.”
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      The cold night breeze snapped Zack out of his recollections of Ludonia, returning him to the hustle and bustle of the streets. The silver-haired princess still stood there before him.


      After those fateful events, Zack and his party took Elliot’s body, which had been doctored to resemble Prince Carlos, to the Ludonian authorities, saying it was the shapeshifter. They then explained that Prince Carlos had saved them from a monster ambush as they were leaving Ludonia. The demon in charge of them was defeated, but then the shapeshifter, which had taken Elliot’s guise, abruptly stabbed the prince, causing his untimely death.


      There were no lies other than the magic that Solon had used to falsify the corpse’s appearance. Even so, the Ludonian side accepted the story with surprising ease. Multiple witnesses testified that Prince Carlos had left in a hurry in search of Elliot shortly before he went missing.


      Solon advised the king of Ludonia to “make the best use out of Prince Carlos’s death,” and his idea was accepted. Ludonia didn’t have any other options, either.


      Prince Carlos’s funeral was a grandiose affair. At the same time, the shapeshifter’s body was hung outside the capital’s gates in full view of the public. This served to stoke the people’s fury against the Demon Lord’s army and inspire the kingdom in battle. With the blue demon commander out of the picture, Ludonia managed to stave off the Demon Lord’s army even after the prince’s demise, holding fast until the Demon Lord himself was defeated.


      But when Zack and his party left Ludonia’s capital after Carlos’s funeral, the shapeshifter’s corpse still hung from the gates in plain sight, whether they liked it or not. Leon and Solon lowered their eyes out of guilt, while Maria alone gazed squarely at the remains. That memory lingered strongly in Zack’s mind.


      There was one other thing. After the prince’s death, Princess Erena had been nowhere to be seen. Zack never found her, no matter how much he searched, and so he left without telling her good-bye.


      Erena smiled thinly, as if to evoke that lingering guilt.


      “Not long ago, we discovered Elliot’s body—the shapeshifter,” she said. “I imagine you know quite well where we found it.”


      Zack’s expression didn’t change. He neither affirmed nor denied the princess’s words.


      “You’re not saying anything. Then I’ll enlighten you. We found him in the royal mausoleum. The person interred as Prince Carlos was actually Elliot. Being royalty, the body was well preserved, which made it simple to confirm his identity.”


      “Why did you go out of your way to desecrate a grave?”


      Zack was confused by that. Nobody would bust open a grave unless they had a very good reason to.


      “Why? That’s easy. I knew that wasn’t my dearest brother. Because I saw his dead body long before that, when it was taken by the shapeshifter,” Erena answered derisively.


      “Princess Erena, you knew a shapeshifter had taken Prince Carlos’s place?”


      “I didn’t know it. I wished for it. I wished for it to replace my dearest brother and protect Ludonia. And the shapeshifter granted my wish. That’s right; the shapeshifter that hung from the gates, the one that the people threw stones at—that was the Hero who protected Ludonia!”


      The princess’s frigid, faint blue eyes wavered with powerful emotion.


      “Who told you about the shapeshifter?” Zack asked. He wondered if someone had incited Princess Erena to action.


      “…Nobody did. I invited it.”


      “You did? But how?”


      “Our royal lineage can be traced back to summoners. These days, the power has more or less disappeared. My father and brother couldn’t sense anything, but this inherited ability came out strongly in me.”


      Summoner—the word referred to people who, despite possessing human bodies, were capable of attuning themselves to other kinds of beings. They were few in number and not widely known to the public, but they could call forth powerful beings like spirits, magical beasts, and deities. Other names existed for them like spirit user and invoker, and some regarded them as a subset of mages. However, a summoner relied on innate talent to an even greater degree than was the case for mages and priests.


      “So Ludonia’s royal family had that power, too…”


      Having met a summoner in the course of his travels to vanquish the Demon Lord, Zack knew about the power. He was also aware of the priestess bloodline among the female members of his own kingdom’s royal family, and so Erena’s ability made sense to him.


      “In any country, power is demanded of those who would be kings. Aren’t you going to become the king because you had the power to defeat the Demon Lord?” Erena declared sardonically.


      “That’s not what I—”


      “I know. Nobody would aim to be the Hero with that kind of goal in mind. A Hero just sees it as something they have to do, not a matter of honor or glory. Everyone else foists their wishes on them. In my ignorance, I wished for him to become the Hero who protects the kingdom,” the princess explained. “And because of that, he met such a terrible end. But that doesn’t only apply to him. I’m sure many Heroes wind up the same way. It is not enough for them to offer their bodies. Even their deaths must be used, their souls besmirched.


      “That is what makes a Hero. O Zack, Hero of your kingdom. You stand on the corpses of countless Heroes—you are the sole individual to succeed. The one ray of hope. But I wanted you to die.”


      Zack lowered his eyes at those words. He knew Erena was right to say them.


      “The reason I abused my powers as a member of the royal family to desecrate a grave is because you came back, Zack. If you had died, I could have lived with this secret. I could have accepted that all Heroes were fated to die. That it was simply what it meant to be a Hero, that one can’t help what happens in war. But you lived. You are the only one to have lived. I couldn’t stand it! Why are you the only one?!”


      Quietly and without a word, Zack simply accepted the silver-haired princess’s storm of emotion.


      “…I’ll ask you again. Did you kill the Hero of Ludonia?”


      “I did not lie back then, Princess Erena. Prince Carlos…the shapeshifter…took the demon’s flames for me, and then Elliot stabbed him. Elliot apparently realized that a shapeshifter had taken Prince Carlos’s place. That’s why he did what he did, I think. But…”


      The Hero looked up at the sky. Then he blurted out what was inside him.


      “…maybe nobody would have died if we hadn’t stopped by Ludonia. Maybe Felipe and Elliot could have lived on as knights. Maybe even the shapeshifter could have stayed alive and well as Prince Carlos. You might call me the Hero who succeeded, but the only thing I succeeded at was beating the Demon Lord. I’ve failed at so many other things. So many lives have slipped through my fingers.”


      Each and every one of those failures was carved deeply in Zack’s soul. Inadvertently, they would spring to mind and bring him great pain. Perhaps the Hero’s prayers were the most fervent among anyone at the memorial festival.


      “You’re right, Princess Erena. You hit the nail on the mark. I killed the Hero of Ludonia. If only I’d been a Hero who everyone could recognize, he wouldn’t have died. The blame belongs to me.”


      Erena stared straight at Zack. Sorrow was buried in his eyes, and she did not know whether she could accept it.


      “There’s one thing I want to check with you,” she began. “He perished because Elliot stabbed him, right? Why did you leave him alone without casting healing magic? The famous Holy Maiden, Maria, should have been nearby at the time.”


      “Healing magic had no effect on the shapeshifter. My spells did nothing, and not even Maria’s divine miracles worked. Maria said a formless shapeshifter couldn’t receive God’s blessing. So there was nothing we could do…”


      Zack lowered his eyes.


      Erena’s gaze did not budge an inch. She kept her eyes on him, attempting to discern any falsehood in his countenance.


      “Here’s my last question. Was he a Hero?”


      “As you know, he was a great Hero. Far greater than I was. I saw Ares in him, in the way he could do everything. They were both my ideal Heroes.”


      At those words, so tinged with admiration and longing, Erena closed the gap between her and Zack. She grabbed the Hero by the collar and pushed her head against his chest.


      “…That’s why I told you, remember? He was way, way better than you. A way more fitting Hero than you. So why did he have to get strung up like a criminal while you and your friends crawled underneath him and left without so much as a by-your-leave? The honor and glory of being the Hero only went to you. That’s unfair! So, so unfair! Is it really such a great feat to beat the Demon Lord? He worked so hard to fulfill my wish and become the Hero who protected Ludonia! Why did he have to meet such a horrible end…?”


      After a moment of hesitating over whether it was right to touch her, Zack softly put his hands on Erena’s shoulders.


      “I…can understand how you feel a little. At first, I was drawn to the honor and glory of being the Hero, too. At least, I thought that if I could pass it along to him, he would have been happy.”


      Erena gasped. She knew why Zack had defeated the Demon Lord under a fake name. She’d written it off as him “just trying to be cool,” but now that she was there in front of Zack, she remembered that he wasn’t that kind of person.


      “But none of that stuff was so great. It wasn’t. It took so many years before I finally told Ares’s mother, Shella, his final words. It was just one word: ‘Mom.’ But it made Shella happy. Even though she cried. ‘I wanted to hear those words,’ she said. ‘I feel like Ares has finally come home.’ I think Shella will probably spend the rest of her life thinking of him. When she passes away, she’ll think of her son, just like he thought of her…


      “I was wrong. It’s fine that he never became the Hero. The real honor is thinking of someone when you die and having someone think of you, even if it’s only one person. So, Erena, if you’re still thinking of the shapeshifter, I believe that’s honor and glory enough.”


      Upon hearing those words, Erena gently peeled herself away from Zack.


      “You might be right, Zack. I’m going to think of that person for the rest of my life.”


      The silver-haired princess gave him a sad smile.


      “But there’s no one who will think of me.”


      And with that, Erena disappeared down the alleyway.

    
  


  
    
      [image: image] Epilogue [image: image]


      The final day of the memorial festival arrived, bringing the event to a quiet climax.


      At the altar of the great temple, Maria, the most renowned Holy Maiden of all, began the prayer ceremony. Crowds clamored to catch a glimpse of the woman, who was said to be God’s finest work of art, and to hear her divine, lyrical voice.


      Near the altar sat the kingdom’s key figures, the king first and foremost among them. Zack the Hero was with Princess Alexia, while Leon the Sword Saint accompanied his cousin, who was also his fiancée. For some reason, Solon the Great Sage was at the lowest seat. Next to him was a girl from a confectionery store in formal clothes, trembling like a leaf. Taking the lowest seat was probably her idea.


      Visitors from other nations were also present. Erena was no exception, of course. At that moment, she gazed absently at Maria as she offered the prayer. Even as a fellow woman, she felt struck by Maria’s appearance—her long, silky black hair, her porcelain white skin, and her solemn dark eyes. She possessed an almost supernatural beauty. Although Erena had been intimidated by Maria ten years ago, the Holy Maiden had still carried a sense of fallibility about her then.


      Did she gain something from the journey to defeat the Demon Lord? Or did she lose something?


      Maria’s words of prayer resounded across the room. She did not speak loudly, and yet her voice had a way of tickling the ears of everyone who heard it, seeping into their hearts. The hush in the room was a testament to that. Despite the enormous crowd, not a single person uttered a sound. Even the king hung on to her every word, as if entranced. Perhaps only a vanishingly small number of people maintained their presence of mind, like Maria’s party members and Erena.


      At length, the Holy Maiden’s prayer came to an end, and applause broke out across the room, as if to shatter the solemnity of the ceremony. Maria accepted it with an elegant, modest smile.


      A short while later, she invited people to come forth to the altar and pray. This was a preplanned part of the ceremony, of course. Starting with the king, the attendants each took their turn kneeling before the altar and offering a short prayer. If one had to point out anything slightly out of the ordinary, it was that the person who was second in line, the queen, gave a longer prayer, and Maria had a cold attitude toward the chief minister in charge of the ceremony. When it was Zack’s turn to pray, Maria’s detached attitude broke down slightly, and she turned an ardent gaze his way, though barely anyone noticed.


      When the kingdom’s dignitaries finished praying, the visitors had their turn. In this case, the order was determined by each nation’s influence and the cordiality of their ties with the kingdom. Being a powerful neighboring country, Ludonia naturally came first, but Erena had asked beforehand that she go last. Given that doing so had its own significance, the kingdom accepted her request.


      Now that Maria was squarely in their proximity, the visitors seemed to be more preoccupied with snatching glances at the Holy Maiden than the altar. Their prayers sounded restless. Then at last, Erena’s turn came.


      She knelt, and instead of a prayer, she whispered faintly:


      “Maria, did you kill the Hero of Ludonia?”


      Maria said nothing, her smile unshaken.


      Erena went on, still kneeling, “I summoned that individual. I know who he was better than anyone. He would not have perished from burns or stabbing. He was formless in more ways than one. He was exempt even from the concept of death. True, the wounds he sustained in his human form might have weakened him temporarily. But he should have recovered with time.”


      Erena lifted her head, peering at Maria’s expression. Her smile was still there, unchanged.


      “And yet his existence ended entirely—even as he kept his form. It didn’t break apart,” Erena continued. “That was your doing, I take it. Even if healing him was beyond Zack, you could have done it. Your prayers are miracles, not magic. You could have just prayed, ‘Make it so,’ and it would have happened. But you didn’t. In fact, you pushed him to his death. Am I wrong?”


      At this, Maria’s lips parted gently. “Have you finished your prayer?” she asked, as if she had not heard a word of what Erena said.


      “…I have. Your reaction tells me everything. You killed the Hero. It was because of you that he met that terrible end…”


      As she spoke, the shadows at her feet, illuminated by the torches above, began to waver. They expanded into the form of countless snakes, which slithered through the darkness across the stone floor. As if possessing a single mind, they moved to attack Maria.


      Because this uncanny phenomenon occurred within the shadows on the ground, nobody else noticed what was unfolding.


      Snakes of darkness. Not monsters, but beings that hid beneath the very world. Seldom did they ever show themselves on the surface, and they were not simple foes to deal with.


      But when Maria lightly tapped the floor with her staff, a light expanded from it.


      The crowd gasped at this awe-inspiring glow, which seemed, for all the world, as if it was part of the ceremony. Simultaneously, the light devoured the snakes of darkness. It happened in an instant, a fight that ended before it began. And once again, nobody noticed.


      “You crushed the snakes of darkness so easily… You’re the real monster, Maria,” Erena snarled in vexation.


      “You’re mistaken,” Maria argued. The expression vanished from her face.


      “About what? If you’re doing this, then you are a monster, no?”


      “I am not. His end was not terrible. It was beautiful. No matter what anyone says.”


      “He worked so hard to protect the people, only for them to hang him from their gates and pelt his body with stones. How is that beautiful? You just think that way because you murdered him!” At last, Erena raised her voice and tried to stand up, drawing the eyes of the crowd.


      “We should never have crossed paths,” said Maria. “He should never have gone to Zack’s aid. But he did. And I came upon him on the verge of death. It is God’s way to bring eternity to the dead. Everything happened according to God’s spirit. And I could not defy His will. However…” Maria’s face betrayed a faint hint of sorrow. “You only see things for what they are on the surface. His final moments were beautiful nonetheless. I will not permit you to scorn them. When he offered up his body for someone, there was light. That is what I believe, even if God rejects it. And that is why I respect the Hero.”


      Then Maria brought her lips to Erena’s ear.


      “…O silver-haired princess.”


      “Huh?”


      “I will tell you his final words. He did not say them to anyone; he simply uttered them aloud. So I do not know whether his words had meaning. Perhaps I might have misheard them altogether. But I will tell you what I did hear.


      “‘Behold, silver-haired princess. The city is beautiful.’”


      Erena’s eyes widened, and then she knelt against the altar, as if collapsing onto it.


      It was so sudden that the Ludonian knights serving as her bodyguards turned pale, and the onlookers gasped, but then Maria began uttering words of prayer again.


      Not flowery platitudes for ceremonial purposes, but God’s words, with real power in them.


      Maria’s black hair hovered gently. Although it had always been long, it lengthened to a degree that made one wonder if it really did reach that far, and it turned inky black like the night sky.


      Everyone present saw twinkling stars through the darkness.


      They were the kinds of stars that inexplicably made everyone think of departed souls.


      Not knowing what was going on, everyone instinctively knelt and offered a prayer to the stars. Toward the twinkling lights, which should have held no meaning whatsoever.


      In the midst of it all, Erena simply gazed unblinkingly at the stars as tears ran down her cheeks.
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      In one part of this story, I wrote, “the kind of meaningless beauty one would see in the stars at night.” But you know what? I’ve been thinking this is what “beauty” comes down to.


      The lights of the stars themselves don’t have meaning. Humans ascribe an arbitrary meaning to them, from which they sense beauty.


      I think this gets to the heart of what it means to be a Hero, which has been the running theme of this series since the first volume. To be a Hero is not quite “self-sacrifice,” nor is it just a matter of putting one’s life on the line. There has to be a kind of “beauty” to it. I suppose beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so it’s sort of a vague thing.


      People who have read Volume 1 have expressed that it’s a story about the value of hard work, but I personally don’t believe hard work always pays off. There are many times when it doesn’t. But does that mean there was no point to it all? I would beg to disagree. There is always something left behind. One would definitely prefer the results to match up to the effort, of course, and this story has its own “payoff” to reflect that. But even if there was no “payoff,” I would like to believe there was light.
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