
        
            
                
            
        

    Prologue

I, Jesse Roy, had a life. At twenty-three years old, I had a Bachelor's degree in marketing and a well-paying job. I lived on my own, had many friends, and was about to have a date with a girl who was totally my type. I was a normal, perhaps a bit above average, person. With an even better-paying job and a relationship on the horizon, I had no reason to wish to escape reality. Too bad that the decision wasn't mine to make.
After my break-up two years prior, I had been experiencing a sort of dry spell. It wasn't like I had no girls interested in me, but I was a man with standards, you know? And building my career as a marketing manager was too time-consuming for casual dating, even had I decided to ignore the pandemic of the last couple of years. Not long ago, though, I’d met Jessica who was everything I wanted in a woman—athletic, smart, financially independent. Of course, her large rack was a very pleasant bonus. Yeah, just a bonus. That was totally not the main reason I liked her, not at all!
Jessica and I had hit it off very well since the beginning, and now I was tidying myself for our first date. Just out of the shower, I was standing in the bathroom of my apartment in the center of New York, studying myself in the mirror. Short black hair—still wet—gray relaxed eyes, a rather handsome freshly shaved face. And an above-average physique forged by years of going to the gym added to my charm.
Not bad, I thought, nodding to myself with a grin, not bad at all. You're a lucky woman, Jessica.
No, no, no, I was totally not a narcissist! Just someone who looked at things objectively. Yeah, absolutely unbiased self-love. Wasn't this completely normal? On the contrary, thinking bad of yourself was strange and made no sense. If you didn't love yourself, who would?
I was drying myself with a rainbow-colored towel while dreaming of the night of passion that was to come if I played my cards right. Sex on the first date was a common courtesy nowadays, wasn't it? And I was always a true gentleman.
I finished toweling myself off and reached out my hand to grab some fresh boxers when a bright, blinding light filled the bathroom. I had no idea what was going on and instinctively closed my eyes. I could no longer sense the floor under my feet, instead, I felt like I was in the middle of free-falling—I'd experienced something similar that one time I'd tried skydiving. Monotonous buzzing echoed in my ears, making me sick.
I tried to open my eyes, only to find out that I couldn't move a single muscle. It was as if my entire body was frozen solid and only my mind remained active. Which sounded very similar to what people call sleep paralysis. Not that I’d experienced it before.
Did I slip on my soap, hit my head hard, lose consciousness, and am now inside a dream? I thought. Shit, I'll be late for my date!
I had no idea how long the unpleasant experience lasted—it could have been a minute as easily as an hour. Nevertheless, it was gone without any warning, as abruptly as it started.
When I opened my eyes, I found myself in the middle of a large, luxurious hall. I was a part of a small crowd of a dozen-something people, each no less confused than I was. But there was one more problem, though—unlike any of them, I was completely naked.
Before anyone could focus their attention on my Apollonian body, I wrapped the towel I had with me around my waist, hiding my manly parts. Pretending that nothing strange was going on, I spread my shoulders, raised my head up high, placed my hands on my hips, and schooled my expression to be relaxed and a bit amused.
What the hell is going on, have I gone crazy?! I thought without showing anything on my face. Shit, shit, shit, whatever is going on, my date with Jessica is totally ruined. Calm down, Jesse. Calm down. Just relax, and this dream will be over before you know it.
I scrutinized my surroundings. Everything felt too real and detailed to be a mere hallucination. In contrast to my confidence—outward, at least—the other people around me were rather agitated.
"Can someone tell us what's going on?!" someone cried in a shrill, screeching voice that almost hurt my ears. I thought that the voice belonged to a woman, but surprisingly its owner was a man. And what a man he was!
Almost as wide as he was tall, that guy looked like an exemplary neckbeard. For one thing, he actually had a beard growing in irregular patches on his neck. His face was covered in acne and his hair was disheveled and greasy. He was a fine specimen directly taken from his mom's basement, the only thing he was lacking was a fedora. Thankfully for me and everyone around us, he wasn't half-naked like me.
"Greetings, oh Chosen Heroes!" a booming voice resounded like thunder from the other side of the hall. Hearing it, people around me quieted down and dispersed enough for me to see the room in its entirety.
It turned out that we were in a bona fide throne room. It's just that it was so exasperatingly large and strangely decorated, that I hadn't realized it until now. Instead of candelabras, floating crystals illuminated the hall from above. Yes, floating freaking crystals. The walls were decorated with metals of many different colors—pure red, orange, violet, even pink, but no familiar silver or gold. I spotted some rare minerals like emeralds or brilliants, but I couldn't be too sure.
The one who greeted us was sitting on a throne. Okay, that didn't quite describe the grandeur of the thing. He was sitting on a giant freaking chair made of shimmering, semi-transparent crystal. The man himself was about 6-foot-tall from my estimation, but the throne was towering over him at twenty feet or so. The guy looked like a kid sitting on an adult's chair, but no one present dared laugh.
Right under the throne, three people stood—two young women and someone in an ornate golden robe that completely hid their face. Also, at each corner of the hall was a small gathering of five people in similar but silver-colored robes, each group was surrounding one of four floating slates.
"Our esteemed guests are confused, make them feel at home, Derryx," the man on the throne said.
"As you command, Your Majesty," the person in the golden robe replied, his voice deep and masculine, but after mistaking a certain "totally not a neckbeard" for a woman I couldn't just assume their gender. I still decided to refer to them as "he" for the time being. Also, Derryx didn’t sound like a name someone would give to their daughter.
The guy in a golden robe waved his hand in our direction, and then I and other confused people lost our foothold. Invisible power made us fly from the central part of the hall towards the throne.
"Kyaaa!" a person to my right shouted as she—yeah, this time that was definitely a woman—was flying through the air alongside everyone else.
Oh, hottie spotted! I noted. The girl seemed to be in her early twenties and was totally my type, almost as much as Jessica was. Yeah, obviously it meant that her knockers were big, and they totally jiggled as she was waving her arms in the attempt to catch her balance. Did I mention she was a redhead?
In less than a few seconds, each of us landed near the throne, passing in total around a hundred yards from our previous position. Yes, the hall was big, at least two hundred yards on each side.
The guy in the golden robe continued to stand as if nothing had just happened. But it was undeniable that he used some sort of magic to make the thirteen of us—yes, I'd actually managed to count our total number at some point—fly towards them.
"Please sit down, my dear guests!" the man on the throne said, his tone too cordial for my taste, as he pointed at the twelve chairs that were placed around the throne in a semicircle.
Wait, twelve? I realized that the numbers didn't match. Of course, others didn't seem to be as bright as I was, considering how they were still looking around instead of picking their chairs.
I was the first to sit down, and obviously enough my choice fell on the chair that was in the middle, just opposite of the throne. In a gracious and smooth motion, I placed my butt on the soft red pillow and then crossed my legs to hide my treasure from the three people under the throne. It turned out that the younger of the two women still caught a glimpse of what was underneath the towel while I had been placing my right leg above my left. Well, at least I assumed as much by her bright red face. I winked at her, which made her turn her gaze somewhere else, her cheeks the color of sunset. She was, like, eighteen? A bit younger than I preferred. Of course, my lack of interest was totally not related to the fact that she was flat as a board, not at all.
Perhaps people started to realize that there weren't enough chairs for everyone, as the last few free places were taken in a hurry. As expected, one person was left standing. And to my frustration, it wasn't the guy who'd escaped from his mom's basement—no, in fact, he'd taken the seat just left to me. The poor soul with nowhere to put her perky butt was the same "kya girl" who I totally liked. I could be one hundred percent sure that she had an amazing personality. How could I be so confident? Just a look at her chest made it evident how big and bountiful her heart was. Yeah, she was definitely a good person.
"Hey, fatso, would you please give me your seat?" the girl said to a certain guy to my left. "I'm afraid it could break under your weight."
Did you hear that? She said "please"! She’s totally a nice person!
Instead of lashing out at her insults, the poor overweight lad—only insecure losers call others fat—forced an awkward smile and scratched the back of his head.
"H-he-he, o-okay, m-men should give up their seats for women, r-right?" he mumbled something totally not feminist. Had no one taught him about gender equality?! Like a total simp, the guy was about to give his chair to the gal who was extremely rude towards him, no less than under the scrutinizing eyes of the people around us. Such a transgression wasn't allowed on my watch!
The dude was in the process of trying to stand up—which wasn't an easy task, mind you—when I left my chair of honor, approached him in a confident stride, and put my hand on his shoulder. He gave me a confused look, not quite realizing why or what was going on. I could read fear and anxiety in his beady eyes, so I gave him a reassuring smile.
"Don't mind her, buddy," I said in a lighthearted tone. "Keep your seat, and let me handle this."
After receiving a hesitant nod from the guy, I turned my head to the rude girl and was about to tell her that being hot didn't give people the right to treat others like shit. Sure, she was attractive even from my perspective, but my standards weren't limited to looks, you know?
"Thank you, handsome!" The bratty redhead winked at me as she shamelessly placed her little butt on my chair. Based on the dubious looks people gave me, there was a chance that they misunderstood the situation, thinking that I deliberately stole the other guy’s opportunity to get on the girl's good side.
Hey, don't place me in the same category as him! I thought indignantly. I just wanted to set things right!
Before I could give the sassy girl a piece of my mind, the man on the throne resumed his speech, "Welcome to Aethelrend, oh brave Heroes!"
As the only person of my group still left standing, I stood opposite the throne—totally not intentionally ending up right in front of my former seat now occupied by a certain someone.
"I am the sovereign ruler of Al'Delia Empire, Redion Cor Fortium, and I welcome you to my humble palace!" He spread his arms as he jumped down from his throne, landing just a dozen feet opposite of me.
How many times did he welcome us already? I pondered.
Redion had hawk-like eyes that looked in my direction but not at me, as if he was watching our entire group at the same time. His regal robes of red and gold could barely cover his buff muscles. An azure—yep, that was the color of his hair—hipster beard added even more charisma to a face too handsome for someone who seemed to be in his late thirties. Also, the crown. He had a frigging crown made of shimmering violet metal and adorned by gems of every possible color. His presence held an air of power, authority, majesty. And the one standing opposite of him was me—a somewhat cool and totally humble lad with nothing but a rainbow-colored towel around his waist. It was a miracle that I could keep my calm before him, arms crossed, head high. Years of playing poker and dealing with annoying co-workers were paying off.
"H-hello, I guess?" said a lass who was sitting on the rightmost chair. She was, like, fifteen? Sixteen? Totally too young to catch my interest. In the first place, our group of bewildered people had no one who looked older than someone in their mid-twenties and a half seemed to be underage. I wondered if there was a reason for that.
The guys and gals of our group awkwardly greeted the emperor—his status was very easy to believe, all things considered. Even the cheeky girl that had taken my chair acted rather humble—probably because she couldn't even see him properly because of me.
"Greetings, Your Majesty," I said respectfully as I half-kneeled and lowered my head, slowly and elegantly. It was extremely obvious that the fellow before us was a big shot that knew what was going on and held the authority to decide our fate. Trying to suck up to him was a no-brainer for any rational thinker. Only an idiot would antagonize someone like that.
"You may raise your head, Hero." Redion gave me a cordial smile, though I didn't miss the fact that it wasn't reaching his eyes.
I slowly rose, standing up and placing my hands behind my back. I tried to look both humble and confident at the same time—a perfect combination to get on the good side of your superior.
"Let me get straight to the point, my dear guests," Redion said as his gaze skimmed over each of us. "Under my command, my court Archmages completed an ancient ritual to summon you, Chosen Heroes from another world. The magic behind the ritual carefully chose people with the highest potential who wanted to escape their old reality and start their life anew. Rejoice, for you're given the opportunity to achieve greatness beyond your wildest dreams!"
"Bullshit!" I exclaimed without thinking, completely on reflex. All gazes instantly gathered on me, some of them heavier than others. For the first time, Redion looked directly at me, his eyes just the tiniest bit squinted. My heart missed a beat, my knees got weak, and a shiver ran down my spine. Redion's cerulean eyes hid something terrifying, something sinister, despite the fact that his smile was still as amiable as ever.
It turned out that the idiot stupid enough to piss off a big shot had been me all along, what a plot twist!




Chapter 1

A part of me was expecting to be severely punished by the emperor for interrupting his speech. Perhaps even being executed. But it couldn’t have been helped, right? He just acknowledged that they had kidnapped—and this totally the right word for what had transpired—us all to their world. And that each of us, supposedly, had been only dreaming about such a fate. He was acting like our kidnapping—that had totally violated our consent and human rights—was not only completely normal, but a favor he had done for us. What else could I call it if not total bullshit? I, for one, had never wanted to go to another world.
“I’m really confused, oh Chosen Hero,” Redion spoke to me, his tone calm and collected, “did something I just say offend you?”
Huh, what’s going on? I thought. He’s already hidden whatever ill intent he had at the moment of my outcry. Strange. Does he have a reason to close his eyes towards my rudeness? A-ha, of course he does! They didn’t summon us just for fun and games, after all. The only reason why a person of power would tolerate disrespect from someone they consider inferior is when they want to use them!
Realizing that the situation wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, I calmed down and my heartbeat slowed. I took a slow breath and met the emperor’s eyes that, unlike his mouth, didn’t smile at all. For the time being, I could speak freely. Though to be completely sure, I’d need to hear the rest of his story, first.
“Excuse my rudeness, Your Majesty.” I made a curt bow before continuing. “I lost control over my emotions for a moment, can I hope for your forgiveness?”
Redion waved his hand dismissively. “It’s not a big deal, Hero. . .What is your name?”
“Jesse, Your Majesty,” I replied. “My name is Jesse Roy.”
The emperor continued in an amiable tone that didn’t trick me, not even for a moment, “I just want to know the reason behind your unusual reaction, Jesse.”
Without showing any weakness in my body language, I proceeded to explain myself, “Your Majesty said that each of us wanted to leave our world for a better place. I can’t speak for the others, but I definitely had no such thoughts. I enjoyed my life back on Earth and had great expectations about my future there.”
“I see.” The emperor nodded before speaking to the twelve sitting Heroes. “Do any one of you share his feelings?”
Almost as one, each of the twelve shook their heads.
“Nah, my life was too boring for my tastes,” said the redhead as she crossed her legs on my seat. She was wearing very tight jean shorts that barely covered her tanned legs. Her white t-shirt was tied at the bottom, exposing her belly with a piercing on her navel. The fabric itself was thin enough for everyone to see the red bra underneath. “And I was already fed up with my sugar daddy. Would you like to have me as your sugar baby, Your Majesty?”
I was speechless at this girl’s shamelessness. And not just me alone, judging from the glances other Heroes were sending her. The emperor and his confidants were unfazed, though.
“A-ahem,” Redion coughed in his fist. “This is a rather abrupt request, my dear guest. I already have a daughter, and I’m not sure that I can adopt someone as old as you. But if you show promise as a Hero, then I will consider your wish. . .”
The emperor completely misunderstood the situation! And if the two women standing near the throne were his daughters, they didn’t seem to understand the meaning of being a sugar daddy, either. Otherwise, they would be more angry than bewildered, right?
“I-I want to be a Hero!” declared my big buddy in the chair left to the girl. “I-I didn’t a-achieve a lot in my past life. . .but now, it’s different! I’ll give my a-all to prove my worth!”
What do you mean, your past life? That which happened to us wasn’t reincarnation, dude! It was a transmigration! Someone like you, of all people, should know the difference, right?!
“Hey, emperor, can you teach us magic already?!” a boy in his mid-teens asked, seated second from the left. His blue hoodie and the large red headphones he was wearing around his neck gave him an edgy look. “Will I be able to do cool stuff like that dude in the golden cloak?”
“You’ll be capable of even more impressive magic than me, young man,” Derryx replied instead of Redion. No one seemed to get angry at the over-familiarity of the brat, which proved my conjecture yet again.
“Cool, cool!” The teenager grinned.
The one person I’d expected to share my dissatisfaction towards unlawful kidnapping was a calm and serious woman who seemed to be a couple of years older than me. She had a plain face with her eyes hidden behind spectacles, and was wearing typical office lady attire. She was slightly chubby and wasn’t my type at all, but she didn’t seem like a teenager or loser to me.
“My life was awful enough for me to already consider leaping from the roof of a skyscraper,” the woman said, crushing my hopes for her, “so I can’t be more grateful to Your Majesty for summoning me.”
In the end, it turned out that other than me, everyone else was actually glad to be here. Some were even enthusiastic about their new life away from their friends and family. I was the only person normal enough to miss my life back on Earth.
“As you can see, my friend Jesse, the other Heroes don’t share your bewilderment,” Redion said after all other earthlings said their piece. “I’m not blaming, you, though, for the situation this time is unusual, indeed.”
“Yes, this is really different from what our records say about the Summoning Ritual,” added Derryx with a nod.
“Let me guess. . .” It took me but a moment to put two and two together. “Your Ritual kidna. . .ahem, summoned one person more than it should have?”
That assumption was easy to make based on the number of chairs. Of course, it would have been too far-fetched if there was nothing else pointing out the inconsistency.
“You are a very quick-witted person, Hero Jesse.” The way the emperor just called me made me cringe. “I also didn’t miss that you were the first to choose your seat. My empire needs people like you, Hero or otherwise. To answer your question—yes. Things are just as you said.”
At first glance, Redion was praising me. But I also didn’t miss a sort of warning in his words, even if for the time being I couldn’t quite figure out what it could mean.
“According to the ancient records,” Derryx started, “this particular Summoning Ritual was performed eight times in the past. And every time exactly twelve Chosen Heroes were called to Aethelrend. They were thus called the ‘Heroes of Twelve’ and the ritual’s official name is the ‘Ritual of Twelve’.”
Heroes of Twelve what? I thought, but didn’t comment. I had something more important to note.
“So, I’m just an extra?” I concluded out loud, crossing my arms across the chest. “Not a real Hero?”
The emperor shook his head in denial. “You are, unmistakably, a Chosen Hero just like the rest of your group. And we can’t even be sure that you’re the thirteenth person who wouldn’t be here under normal circumstances, it could be anyone else among you. But even if you are the extra, there’s no such thing as a coincidence in ancient magic.”
The emperor didn’t sound very convincing despite his almost overwhelming presence. For one thing, none of the girls could have been the extra, since our group of thirteen had seven males, me included, and six females. And, without a question, a full-fledged successful adult like me was quite an outlier among the so-called Heroes, who accepted way too easily their past lives being taken from them.
“Exactly,” Derryx added, “Her Divine Ladyship, Goddess of Humans and Fate, Aefortunea is the one who guides the Ritual of Twelve. If She decided to bend its rules and call upon an additional Hero, that means that She deemed it necessary for our world. And perhaps for that person as well.”
Thank you very much, oh mighty Goddess! Could you please ask me for my opinion the next time you decide to ruin my date and my career?!
“You shall not worry, Hero Jesse,” said Redion as he looked at me with fake kindness. “As long you complete your sacred duty as a Chosen Hero, you can return to your home world. Though rare, some Heroes of the past did make this choice.”
“Duty, huh?” I murmured with a frown. I didn’t like the sound of it. At last, the emperor was about to reveal how exactly he wanted to use us. I needed to plan my further actions while carefully considering his goals.
“We summoned you for a reason, oh brave Heroes,” the emperor declared to us all as he spread his arms wide. The intensity with which he spoke reminded me of a certain world leader that started World War Two. “Our beautiful world, Aethelrend is about to face a great calamity! Those blessed by the Sin Gods, evil beings known as Dark Lords, gather their power to bring chaos and destruction upon our peaceful lands!”
All eyes were locked on Redion as he explained to us how dire their situation was. His gesticulation was slow but majestic, his voice boomed through the hall like thunder, and, as he continued to speak, more and more invisible power emanated from him. At some point, violet light surrounded his dashing figure as the emperor was levitating a foot above the floor.
“Dark Lords are immensely powerful and know no mercy!” Redion’s deep voice rumbled at us. “Each of their kind can slay armies of brave soldiers, raze cities to the ground, destroy entire nations! And their ranks hold dozens of them! To make matters worse, Dark Lords have servants of their own. Demon clans, each representing a Deadly Sin. Monster hordes, their numbers overwhelming. Devil beasts, cunning and vicious. And the worst of them are the Sin Cultists—spies among our ranks, traitors that could be hidden even among our closest allies.”
If even I was completely entranced by his speech, then what could be said about the other Heroes? I could bet that they were swallowing each word and hoping for more. Though to be honest, so far he was just making us all scared shitless. He would need to really put some effort into making us actually enthusiastic about all this Hero bullshit if he wanted our help.
“But worry not, oh Chosen Heroes!” The emperor gave us a bright, reassuring smile. This time it did reach his eyes, and I was almost convinced that it was sincere. Almost. “You shall have no need to fear! For you are our hope. Our future. Our saviors. I know it’s really hard for you to believe that you could face such mighty foes in battle. And you are right—the current you can’t hurt even the weakest of their servants. But believe me when I say that your success is inevitable, for you have limitless potential for growth! Growth that my Empire will guarantee.”
Those were simple and empty promises. We had no reason to believe him. And I didn’t. It didn’t change the fact that his words provoked gasps from some of the Heroes. From most of them, actually. As the one standing at the front of the group, I couldn’t see their eyes, though. And I could bet that Redion hadn’t even started his actual motivation campaign. Not yet.
“Chosen from among billions of your world’s inhabitants and blessed by our Goddess, you are the beings that can achieve unrivaled power,” the emperor slowly explained. “You will enroll in Al’Delia Royal Academy of Magic Combat, where you’ll be taught by the bravest Knights and Paladins, the wisest Mages and Archmages, the strongest Champions and Paragons. As the saying goes, it’s better to see something once, than to hear about it a thousand times. Let me demonstrate for you what kind of instructors you’ll have and what kind of power you can achieve.”
At that point, Redion started to do something strange. Okay, that was the wrong way to put it. He started to do some fucking terrifying shit. Still levitating in the air, he raised his right arm vertically, as if trying to reach the ceiling. I was sure that he actually could do that if he really wanted by flying up, but apparently his purpose was different. The violet light that had been floating around the emperor started to gather at one point right before his outstretched palm. Then he made a grasping motion with his hand, and the light turned into a long blade of violet lightning. Of course, just like throughout all of his speech, I was still standing just a dozen feet away from him.
The blade of lightning stuck out about ten feet on each side of his fist and was a couple of inches in width. I really didn’t want it to be pointed towards me. I really, really, didn’t. But no one was asking me. Definitely not the crazy emperor who was about to slash his blade of destructive energy at me! Yes, right at me!
So incidentally pissing him off was a mistake, after all. . .
Those were my last thoughts. . . Or were they?




Chapter 2

I could swear that the damn emperor smirked as he slashed his blade of lightning at me. Had he decided to demonstrate his power by slaying the unnecessary extra Hero? No, that wouldn’t make any sense.
Before his attack could reach me and sever my head—or electrocute it, who knew how it worked with lightning for a weapon—something stood between us. Or someone.
With a loud clang, the blade of lighting clashed with a claymore of black stone. A person wearing a full-plate armor in violet and black was suddenly towering in front of me like an insurmountable mountain. Alas, Redion still couldn’t be underestimated. My protector was pushed back a few steps and then sent flying right over my head, all the way towards the center of the hall.
I half-expected that the emperor would finish what he’d started and finish me off, but he completely ignored us Heroes. Instead, like a supersonic jet, he glided towards the armored person who’d already recovered from his—yeah, I assumed that the one in the armor was a man, for the time being—landing.
The emperor and the fully-plated warrior violently clashed in combat, with everyone else serving as spectators. I wasn’t stupid. I’d already guessed that it was just a demonstration of power and that the fighters weren’t actually trying to kill each other. The two women by the throne weren’t alarmed in the slightest, which completely eliminated the possibility of an assassin sent to get rid of an evil monarch.
To prove that everything was going according to their plan, Derryx silently approached our group and, after mumbling something under his hood and waving his hands, made an invisible barrier that covered us Heroes from the aftermath of the battle.
The emperor’s opponent was completely covered by his armor, from the top of his head and to the bottom of his toes. More than this, the entire construction was seamless, which made me suspect that it wasn’t a real person but some sort of living armor or a golem, just like you could see in video games. That was just a baseless conjecture, though.
Each time their weapons clashed, violet sparks were sent flying all around. That was the most notable thing about this fight, as I couldn’t keep up with their actions at all. Soon enough, the two started to move too fast for me to see their figures, that was some Dragonball-tier shit.
“A-amazing. . .” the boy with the large headphones murmured, his jaw reaching the floor. Okay, not exactly, but close to that. He wasn’t the only one shocked by the display of overwhelming might, he was just the one who managed to still say something in a situation like that.
After a couple of minutes, the emperor probably decided that it was time to wrap up the show with a bang. “Behold my Imperial Manticore Form!” Redion shouted like some kind of anime character. Following those words, his shape started to change. He grew a foot taller and thin bluish fur covered his body like grass. His beard transformed into a lion mane as two curved horns extended at the top of his head. Two bat wings on his back gave him a demonic look, which was made even worse by his scorpion tail. Of course, every new appendage was azure, making him into one big blue monster. I found it kind of cool, though still not as cool as his opponent.
If before the armor was violet with black patterns, then now it was completely black. In fact, its surface was closer to a chitinous shell than metal. More than a living armor, the warrior now reminded me of a giant ant. His black claymore, which was at least eight-foot-long and two-foot-wide, had violet luster, as if it stole the color from the full-plate.
The last clash between the two opponents was incomparable to anything we’d seen before. The entire throne hall—and perhaps the castle itself—shook violently, like in the midst of an earthquake. At the point of their clash, what could only be described as a black hole appeared, even if only for a moment. Then, a blinding flash of violet light flared at us, forcing me to close my eyes. When I could open them again, the emperor and the warrior had already ended their fight. It was quite apparent that the former won.
Redion was already back in his human form. While his azure hair was disheveled, he had no obvious injuries. The full-plate warrior, on the other hand, had the right side of his armor that had covered his arm, shoulder and chest, completely torn out, exposing his body underneath.
A boob! I can see a boob!
There was no mistake. It turned out that this warrior, who was about 6’3’’ in height, was a woman. Her right boob was completely exposed to everyone’s sight—nipple and everything—but only for the briefest of moments. Then, as if the armor had a life on its own, it restored itself, as seamless as ever. I doubted that anyone other than me had noticed that little detail—after all, people had a very selective perception.
Look for the boob, and you’ll find it—an unsought boob will go undetected. I invented a new proverb that definitely would be quoted by future generations. The world wasn’t ready for my genius, though. Not yet. So I decided to keep my silence as the emperor and warrior approached our group.
Most of the Heroes had already turned their chairs one hundred eighty degrees so that they could observe the battle better. Some, like a certain bratty redhead, just changed their own position—she, for example, was arching her butt towards me as she was kneeling doggy-style on the pillow of the chair. Yeah, totally not intentional!
I completely ignored her lousy attempt at seduction—I had already lost any interest in her. It has always been easier to change a far from perfect body than cure a completely rotten personality, after all. You could read any number of body transformation stories online, but pretty much all abrupt personality changes were from bad to worse.
“And this, my dear guests, is the level of power each of you will achieve in a matter of years!” Redion declared as he stood side by side with the fully-plated female warrior. Now that I looked more carefully, the armor was kind of bigger at the chest, though not enough to expose the sex of its wearer.
“Really?!” the redhead exclaimed. “With a speed like that, I’ll never be caught shoplifting again!”
Did this girl really, seriously, consider using superhuman abilities for petty theft?! Just when I thought that my opinion of her couldn’t get any worse. . . Thankfully, judging from his lack of reaction, the emperor didn’t know what shoplifting was in the first place.
“I can see that you all are very excited, Chosen Heroes, but let me introduce my most trusted Paladin, first.” Redion pointed at the warrior. “Sir Noiren would be supervising your training at the Academy. Not only is he the highest ranked Paladin of our Empire—both in terms of title and power—but he is also one of the few descendants of the Heroes of past generations. The last Hero Summoning was completed one thousand seven hundred years ago, but as you can see from his strength, the blood of his ancestors is still strong in Sir Noiren.”
“Noiren De’Brando at your service.” The warrior made a curt but polite half-bow. Her voice was obviously distorted by the armor, making it rough and metallic. But, perhaps because I already knew about her secret, I still could discern a note of femininity hidden in her tone.
“He’s one of the two my most trusted subordinates,” Redion explained with a smile. “I believe that he will make you into fine Champions, powerful Paragons that know no equals. As Chosen Heroes, you’re very different from the humans of our world, after all.”
By that point, the unsaid second most trusted confidant had already reached the emperor’s side alongside the two girls. Now five people in total were standing before us, three female and two male, though the truth wasn’t obvious at a glance.
“Perhaps it’s a bit too late, but allow me to complete the introductions,” Redion said as he pointed at the two beautiful, in their own way, girls. “This is my beloved wife, Marthinia and our cute daughter, Christinia.”
His words shocked some of us more than his earlier display of power. The one he called his wife didn’t seem to be older than me. And yet, she already had a daughter so old?!
“I’m honored to meet you, Chosen Heroes,” Marthinia said—her voice soothing like a Spring stream—as she made an elegant curtsy. Both her eyes and hair were emerald green, her Victorian dress added to her gentle image with its cerulean undertones.
“I can’t wait to know all of you better!” said Christinia, her voice jubilant like a Summer breeze. Her hair and eyes were turquoise, indirectly proving the unbelievable fact that she was the daughter of her parents.
Realizing that this was as good a time as ever for our introduction—the damn emperor didn’t care about asking our names, me excluded—I stepped forward. “As I already said, my name is Jesse Roy, and I’m glad to meet you.”
Of course, I wasn’t really sincere. How I could be glad to be there instead of on a date with Jessica?! I still needed to figure out how to get out of this mess. I really didn’t want to fight those Dark Lords, and the emperor’s little performance did little to change my mind.
Getting the cue, the other Heroes, no matter how bad their social skills were, understood my intentions.
“I’m Greta Thunberg, nice to meet ya!” said the only redhead of our group as she waved her hand with a smile. Only awkward silence waited for her. “Hey, why no one is laughing?! It was a good joke! Like, don’t you get it? A beauty like me introduced herself as the goddamn. . . Okay, okay, don’t give me that look, guys. My name is Keira. No one cares for my second name, so I’ll skip it. It’s not Knightley, I swear! Damn, no reaction. . .You people are so lame.”
After this display of social awkwardness, I had a rather disturbing theory about that girl. Perhaps I’d been misunderstanding her thus far. Perhaps she wasn’t actually a bitchy sugar baby shoplifter, but something else altogether. But if I were right, then her existence would be even more pitiable than that of my big-bearded buddy to the left—now to the right, considering the change in my position—of her.
Probably thinking that it was his turn, the basement escapee said, “M-my name is Jesse Williams. . .”
“Hey, this name is already taken!” I gave him an exaggerated look. “Please choose another one!”
“B-but this is my real name,” he made a solid argument. “I-it was given to me by my parents.”
“Why not William, then?” I gave him a way out. “It’s a cool name. Almost as cool as Jesse.”
“That’s my second name, not first. . .”
“Hey, stop bullying Jesse, Jesse!” Keira, of all people, said to me. Only to start giggling at her own joke. Scary. She was freaking scary. And I was more and more reassured in the little theory I had formed about her.
“Okay, how about a compromise, then?” I really didn’t like the looks the other Heroes were giving me right now. What was their deal? I was only protecting my name’s sovereignty! What if someone decided to write a book about me? Wouldn’t it be too confusing to have someone with the same name as the protagonist? “You’ll be Jesse Junior!” I declared.
“H-how old are you?” he asked me.
“I’m twenty-three, why?”
“I-I’m twenty-four. . .” he muttered.
“It’s alright, Jesse Jr.” I patted him on the shoulder. “Every person has flaws. I firmly believe that one day you’ll overcome yours and become younger than me.”
Jesse Jr. had nothing else to add, so the other Heroes proceeded to introduce themselves. I didn’t really pay too much attention to them, though one was definitely full of shit.
“I am Merlinus Ambrosius!” proudly declared the edgy boy wearing large headphones. “But you can call me just Merlin.”
Unlike Keira, he was totally serious. What was wrong with this kid? I didn’t believe him, not even for a second. There was no way he was actually called Merlin, right?! Right?!
For better or worse, no one felt the need to challenge the delusional boy. I was too tired already after dealing with a name-stealer and a certain redhead. And I still needed mental power to spare for the potential mental battle with the emperor himself.
I noted that the office clerk girl was Anna, and the shy teen girl at the edge of the group was Lisa. Such ordinary, normal names! Other Heroes didn’t catch my attention, and so I ignored them for the time being. They mostly were gals and guys in their mid-to-late teens, without anything too out of the normal about them. Other than the fact that they hadn’t shown any desire to return to Earth, back when the emperor had asked for our opinions about the topic. Thankfully, there was no third Jesse. Or any Jessies, for that matter. Thanks, God. Or wasn’t that Goddess in our case? I wasn’t a believer, but perhaps I needed to readjust my views.
“Your names will be forged forever in the history of Aethelrend, oh brave Heroes!” Redion proclaimed as he clapped his hands. “I and my Empire are honored to host you as our dear guests!”
The emperor’s daughter and wife joined in his ovation. Noiren—if that was her real name—clapped as well, making the clanking noise of metal hitting metal. Derryx gestured to the cloaked figures at each corner of the hall to follow in with their applause before doing the same himself. Such a warm welcome! If only they hadn’t kidnapped us without our consent in hope that we’d fight a war for their sake. Otherwise, they were quite nice.
After a minute or so, the emperor stopped moving his hands, which was a signal for everyone else to do the same. As a supreme monarch of his country, he held absolute authority over everyone else, even his closest allies. Or at least that’s the image I got. I found it a bit strange that there were no lesser nobles to greet us in the hall. Was our summoning a secret Redion wanted to keep? Or were nobles of such a low position in this empire that he didn’t even bother with them?
“It would be unfair of me to show you the power you can achieve in this world without explaining to you the road you must take to earn it,” said the emperor. “Let me serve as your teacher for a moment and tell you about the Awakening and the Way!”
Oh shit, here we go. . .I thought. A lecture for who knows how long? Honestly, I’m already starting to get cold. My balls in particular don’t appreciate being so free.
I raised my hand, hoping that the emperor would act like a good teacher and ask me what I wanted. Surprisingly, he did!
“Do you have something to say, Hero?” He raised a brow, but his gaze had no hidden malice like the time I’d interrupted him.
“Yes, can I have a change of clothes?” I said with a sheepish smile. “As you can see, I was unlucky enough to be summoned in the middle of tidying myself.”
“Oh, sorry!” Redion exchanged surprised looks with his confidants. “Honestly, we just thought that your peculiar style is something unique to the culture of your world. You should have told me sooner! Chris, go and tell the servants to bring a set of clothes that will suit our brave Hero!”
“Y-yes, father!” the girl nodded and, after giving me a bashful look, trotted away towards one of the entrances.
Everyone waited in an awkward silence until the princess was back, three female servants in tow. Two of the young women stood at each side of me, holding a curtain to hide nakedness from the curious spectators, while the third took away my precious towel and started to dress me, all without asking a word!
Are you serious?! Couldn’t you’ve just allowed me to leave the hall and change my clothes in private, you damn emperor! And what the heck is with this servant girl’s hands, she’s too skillful! And why is the princess giving me not-so-innocent glances?
Perhaps that was Redion’s way of getting his revenge?! It sure was rather brutal. . .




Chapter 3

Before, I’d been the most ridiculous looking person among the Heroes. Now, after completely changing into my new attire, I was still the most ridiculous looking Hero! Royals of this particular empire sure loved the color blue. That wasn’t surprising, considering that it was the color of their ruler’s hair. I was wearing a bona fide prince raiment—cerulean and chic. The leggings were rather comfortable, as well as the underpants that the servant girl had pulled up on me without any shyness. Red, green, and yellow precious stones decorated my tunic, alongside golden laces and epaulets. Or was it really some other metal that just looked like gold? I couldn’t be too sure, as this material had a more intense luster and barely noticeable hue of red. Just like Derryx’s cloak.
I wonder if the other earthlings would believe that I’m a prince if I stood at the emperor’s side? Nah, no one in their family has black hair and gray eyes.
“You look great, Hero Jesse,” the emperor praised, with a believable sincerity. “I’d even go as far as to say that you look almost worthy of my daughter. But only almost.”
Redion chuckled as Christinia playfully punched him on the shoulder, her face red like a tomato. The father and daughter sure were close to each other. But something still didn’t feel right about them. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something was off. That was my intuition as someone experienced with people.
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I replied, but without bothering with a bow. The emperor didn’t seem to mind, as he was already eager to start his lecture. Perhaps the guy had a dream of being a teacher instead of a monarch.
“With that out of the way, let me start,” Redion said enthusiastically. “Aethelrend is different from your world, as you’ve probably already noticed. Here, people can gain magical powers and supernatural abilities. Well, they are supernatural for you, as far as I know. For us, they are just a part of everyday life. Of course, not everyone can do what I can. I don’t want to brag, but I’m the strongest person in my Empire. That is a part of what makes me a worthy ruler, but only a part.”
Everyone attentively listened to the emperor, me included. The more I understood how this different world worked, the more options I had. Actually, Lisa—the shy girl at the corner of our group—held a notebook in her hands and made notes with her pencil. Had she been kidnapped while doing her homework?
“The source of everything in our world is Aether—an invisible energy encompassing everything. Only Deities and Gods can manipulate it directly, as for the rest of us, we can Saturate our Souls with Aether as a result of our actions. Then, it can be transformed into Vis, or Mana. For that, you’d need either a Vis Heart or a Mana Core. We, humans, have both, unlike some other races. But they must be Awakened, first. . .”
And on he went, telling us how there were many different ways to Awaken a person, humans in particular. It could happen by accident, as a response to a particularly dangerous situation or emotional outbreak. Or it could be safely done by consuming an Awakening Potion, which was extremely costly for the average person. Or, you could Awaken after completing a special training routine that would push your body to its limits. Anyway, none of these methods would be used by us—the Chosen Heroes. Instead, we just needed to touch the Obelisk of Lesser Divinity that, not coincidentally, had been floating near the ceiling at the center of the royal hall ever since our arrival. In fact, its help had been used to summon us in the first place.
“Vis is an energy of one’s body that grants physical powers, while Mana is an energy of one’s mind that grants the ability to use magic,” Reiden explained. “Each Vis Heart has an Aspect representing various living forms, each Mana Core has an Element representing forces of nature and laws of universe. Aspects and Elements are graded based on their Rarity. They can be Common, Uncommon, or Rare. As you advance your Stages and follow the Way, though, you can further transform your Aspects and Elements into Ultra Rare, Unique, Epic, even Legendary Rarity Aspects or Elements. The four Common Aspects are Beast, Insect, Bird, and Fish. The four Common Elements are Fire, Earth, Air, and Water. The more rare an Aspect or Element is, the more mysterious and powerful they are, but, at the same time, the harder they are to train. For you, though, that shouldn’t be a problem.”
I gave a passing glance to the other Heroes. Some, like Keira, were trying to hold back their yawns. Some, like Merlin, had sparkling eyes. I could relate to both types.
Redion continued, “As Chosen Heroes summoned here from your planet Earth, that has no Aether at all, your ability to Saturate it is unprecedented, allowing you to follow the Way faster than anyone else, advancing Stages effortlessly. Each Stage is a step in the development of your Vis Hearts and Mana Cores—yes, plural. Because, unlike humans native to Aethelrend, you Heroes have two of the each.”
“Wow!” Merlin gasped. Learning that he had twice as many sources of power made him even more excited than he had already been. Perhaps that boy was the easiest person to manipulate for the emperor. I could bet that he would throw himself at deadly monsters if you told him that it would make him a better mage.
“Bronze, Steel, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Mithril, Orichalcum, Adamantium, Etherium,” the emperor said slowly, giving a stronger emphasis to the last two words. “Those are both the metals of our land and the Stages of a Vis Heart or Mana Core. I am an Adamantium Paragon, which means both my Vis Heart and Mana Core have reached this stage. Sir Noiren is an Adamantium Paladin, meaning that only his Vis Heart is on this Stage. Dyrrex is an Orichalcum Archmage, his Mana Core a step away from Adamantium. Most of the Dark Lords are of the same Stage as me, but I really have a very low chance of defeating any of them on my own. To make the matters worse, some Dark Lords have reached the Etherium Stage, giving them an almost unstoppable level of power.”
So he’s kind of a big deal, but still a weakling compared to our real enemies? He’s really not a good politician if he’s ready to reveal this sort of information without even being asked. Though his opponents are a bunch of teenagers and losers, so that’s not a big deal. They’re just glad to feel oh-so-special that even an emperor could only rely on their help.
And sure enough, none of the Heroes seemed too concerned about their future confrontation against beings of legends that could put even the superhuman emperor and his knight to shame. The reality of their situation hadn’t hit them just yet. Or they were just a special type of human who had no common sense. Probably both.
“I Awakened my powers when I was fifteen, after that it took me fifty-six years to reach Adamantium,” Redion revealed a rather surprising truth—no one thought him being older than forty. But his next words were even more shocking, “Now, I’m ninety-eight, I’ve spent twenty-seven years as an Adamantium Paragon and I know for a fact that I’ll never reach the next Stage, Etherium. You, though? You’re different. Each of you should catch up to me in ten years. And when you do, even the strongest Dark Lords would be afraid to confront you.”
Honestly, I really doubted that last part. And if it were true that we’d be stronger than our enemies soon enough, that would also mean that he would have no power to resist us, either. What would stop us from taking over his country or killing him? Other earthlings, though, were more concerned about another matter altogether.
Seeing our reactions, the emperor chuckled, “I see that most of you are more bewildered about my age than about your own potential. Some showed disbelief when I claimed that Nia is my wife and mother of Chris. But there’s nothing unusual about that. As you advance in Stages, your body and mind change, becoming closer to perfection. A human-born Adamantium Paragon like me can live for four, even five hundred years. This number will be at least twice as high for you, Heroes, unless. . .”
“Unless?” Merlin asked with anticipation. Why was a teenager so interested in extended lifespan, for god’s sake? He would be lucky if he wasn’t killed by those Dark Lords in the next ten years!
Redion made a pause and his gaze passed by each of us, most Heroes eager to hear what he had to say next. “Unless,” he said solemnly, “you overwhelm your limits and reach the Etherium Stage, achieving biological immortality.”
“Wow!” more than one Hero exclaimed.
“Wait, wait, wait,” I interrupted the overly-enthusiastic crowd with the voice of reason. “So, where are the immortal Heroes of the past generations now? Or had none of them reached Etherium? Or were they all killed? You’ve mentioned that some Dark Lords have reached this Stage as well.”
The emperor frowned for but a moment, before answering me, “I see that Hero Jesse has a good head on his shoulders. Indeed, some Heroes of the past have reached Etherium. And some of them are alive to this day. For the time being, let’s say that those Heroes, after fulfilling their duties, left Aethelrend for other worlds at some point. A few of them chose to return to their home, Earth. Others, Ascended to higher dimensions in a hope to become Deities. That’s all that I can tell you for the time being.”
So their saviors didn’t like it here, huh? I thought with doubt. And why do they need to repeat the Summoning if the Heroes are so strong and always win? Why were they unable to get rid of Dark Lords for good?
I’d have totally liked to ask the emperor some inconvenient questions, but I didn’t forget how he’d slashed at me with his lightning blade. Even if that was just him showing off his power to us, I was sure that a part of it was just pure intimidation. Though subtle, there was still some hostility towards me. Or was I overthinking things?
After giving us a couple of minutes to absorb everything he’d told us, Redion clapped his hands to get our attention. “Now that you, our Chosen Heroes, know that you’re fighting for a just cause and that there’s no limit to your potential, I think it’s time for us to proceed to the most important part of our meeting today. . .”
“C-could it be?!” Merlin exclaimed, jumping up from his seat.
“Yes, Hero Merlin, you guessed it right,” Redion smiled, showing off his perfect white teeth. “Let’s start the Awakening!”




Chapter 4

Our group of “Brave Heroes” alongside the emperor and his confidants gathered around a large rock obelisk that was floating at the center of the throne room. It went without saying that this thing was the so-called Obelisk of Lesser Divinity. Before, it had been levitating almost at the ceiling, so I hadn’t even noticed its presence back then. After some magical manipulations, though, Redion and Derryx made it descend close enough for it to hover before our eyes.
The Obelisk was made of opaque marble-like stone, pure white in color and ten feet in height. It was slowly rotating around its vertical axis while levitating a few feet above the floor. A peerlessly beautiful woman was inscribed on the Obelisk, young and delicate, almost alive. She was totally my type. Of course, that meant that she had big. . .ahem. Anyway, she was very feminine, like a goddess of fertility or something. Also, completely naked.
For god’s sake, Emperor! Some of the Heroes are obviously underage!
Merlin, for one thing, had shown not a trace of embarrassment. He was all too eager to touch the Obelisk, judging from his shaking hands and shining eyes. Of course, what guided him was not teenage hormones, but something else. The knowledge of what this Obelisk represented to us.
“So I just need to touch this rock to become a mage?!” Merlin summarized what the emperor had told us about the Obelisk. In his own way.
“As I said, you’ll become a Champion, not a Mage” Redion exclaimed patiently. “The difference is—unlike Mages, Champions advance their Mana Core and Vis Heart at the same time. . .”
“So I can become a mage, right?!” The boy probably didn’t even hear what the emperor said, drooling at the Obelisk, instead. “Right?!”
Redion sighed and shook his head helplessly. “Yeah, yeah, you’ll become a mage, boy.”
Without further ado, Merlin dashed to the Obelisk of Lesser Divinity, totally disregarding the strange looks people were giving him. Like a baby that found his mother’s nipple, the boy hugged the marble with unbelievable fervor. And, as soon as he did, a bright flash of light forced me to close my eyes.
When I could see again, two large animals were floating above our heads—a majestic lion and a squirming eel, both the size of an elephant. And further up at the ceiling, storm clouds were brewing. Then with a deafening bang, white lightning thundered down at the Obelisk . After that, everything came back to normal, except that the Obelisk no longer spun and runes I couldn’t recognize were glowing on it like neon signs. Funnily enough, their location was over the nipples of the goddess. Perhaps, as the one closest to the lightning strike, or for some other reason, Merlin was trembling as he looked at his hands, his back half-hunched.
“What outstanding results, Hero Merlin!” Redion exclaimed, his face jubilant. “What a mighty Manifestation! According to our records, even among the Heroes of the past generations, only a chosen few initially Awakened two Rare Aspects and two Rare Elements! And, to my delight, your powers seem to be extremely close to those of our Royal Bloodline!”
“Ha. . .ha-ha-ha!” Merlin laughed. Maniacally. Honestly, this boy was creeping me out, a bit. And not only me, judging by the faces other Heroes had. “Aha-ha-ha-ha, I can do magic! I’m a fucking wizard!”
“You’re right to be excited, Hero,” Redion continued as he approached the manic boy and patted him on the shoulder, “for you’re the hope of Aethelrend. Your Aspects are Lion and Eel, and your Elements are Storm and Thunder. All Rare—the highest Rarity one can receive when they Awaken. You can confirm everything in your Status if you wish.”
“Status?” Merlin mumbled, and the next moment some sanity returned to his eyes. Only for them to go wide from surprise. “OMG, I can see my Status Screen! Just like in a video game!”
“This is the Gift of Knowledge you all received from Her Divinity, Lady Aefortunea,” Redion explained to us all. “Though, unlike the Gift of Tongues, you need to Awaken to use it. It should allow you to learn about your own strength and progress, as well as glimpse into the power of others.”
“Look what I can do, losers!” Merlin called to us with a smirk full of bravado. The boy held his index fingers parallel to each other as he concentrated with a deep frown. Then, a thin thread of electricity ran from his right finger to the left, making a couple of people in our ranks gasp. Even more people just rolled their eyes, though, just like me. 
That’s it? I thought. Not very impressive, to tell you the truth. Come back when you can do shit like the freaking lightning emperor over your shoulder, boy.
Redion gave a glance to the Obelisk, which had already started to spin again, its runes nowhere to be seen. “Now,” he said, “who’s going to be next?”
Before anyone could raise their hand, an Asian boy in his late-teens was already placing his hand on the Obelisk. He wore glasses and had clothes as plain as his face. He was an unremarkable guy, his presence thin and easy to miss. A perfect spy! Or an assassin. . . Okay, those were just baseless assumptions, weren’t they?
Just like the last time, a show was waiting for us. This time, a giant chameleon appeared, but what accompanied him was more like a tide of all sorts of normal-sized snakes rather than a single big animal. What accompanied all that was two streams of liquid—one lime-green with fumes evaporating from it, another dark violet with bubbles—that circled around our group a few dozen feet above our heads.
Assassin! I smiled wryly. Damn it, he’s totally an assassin in the making!
“Not bad, not bad at all!” Redion made a few claps, which lacked any real enthusiasm. “Uncommon Serpent Aspect, Rare Chameleon Aspect, Uncommon Acid Element, Uncommon Poison Element. You really have potential to be a bane of our enemies, Brave Hero! You should not worry that not all of your Aspects and Elements are Rare like those of Sir Merlin. You can always Evolve them into higher Rarities in the future.”
The emperor didn’t call the Asian boy by his name. I could bet that he didn’t remember it. Not that I blamed him, as I was the same. The assassin dude made a court bow and propped up his eyeglasses with a finger before returning to his place at the back of our group. A strange fellow.
“Third time’s the charm!” I didn’t even need to look to know who would misuse a proverb in such a strange way. A certain busty redhead apparently decided that it was her turn. No one stopped her because why bother? Like a true champ, Keira placed her hands on the tits of the inscribed Goddess.
Someone, give this girl a medal!
The gods didn’t seem to be offended, as no lightning struck the redhead. Instead, a truck sized fox and a peafowl—or rather a peacock—appeared. Just like the last two times, a power of nature manifested as well—this time with a less-than-impressive ball of fire and a tree growing from the ceiling.
“As expected of such a beautiful lady!” Redion beamed at Keira. “What a magnificent Manifestation! Two Rare Aspects—Fox and Peafowl, such elegant and powerful Vis Hearts you have, Hero!”
Oh yeah, I thought. Powerful hearts, perfect for such a large chest. If only she was a normal person with a decent personality.
“Hey, this is obviously not a peafowl, but a peacock!” the redhead complained. “Pea-cock, get it? Pea. . .cock! A male!”
The emperor didn’t comprehend her attempt at a joke—if it even could be considered one. He pointed at the runes glowing over the divine boobs. “Sorry, this is just the name of the Aspect that’s written on the Obelisk. Perhaps this is a translation issue, as the Gift of Tongues is known to be far from perfect. Usually, Aspects don’t specify the sex of the life form they represent.”
“You guys don’t get it, too?” Keira looked at the Heroes and then her shoulders slumped. She had an expression of someone who wasn’t understood by ignorant masses. I kind of felt pity for her, so I gave her a smile and a thumbs up. She recovered from her misery and winked at me.
“Anyway,” said the emperor, not paying attention to our secret exchange, “your Elements are Fire, which is one of the four Common Elements, and Wood, which is an Uncommon one. You shouldn’t underestimate them, though, especially considering how well they complement each other!”
“Yeah, yeah,” Keira said dismissively as she walked right towards me, our eyes locked. “How about being next, Jesse? C’mon, I know that you want to touch those boobies!”
“Ahem, it’s a misunder—” I was about to answer when, with a playful smirk, Keira changed her direction and almost jumped at the guy next to me.
“C’mon, Jesse, I’m talking about you!” she said to Jesse Jr.
Okay, she got me. I acknowledge that much.
“M-me?!” Jesse Jr. replied as Keira was already pushing him from the back towards the Obelisk.
“You, who else?” She shot me a grin. “Don’t be shy! Show them how powerful you are, big guy!”
“O-okay then,” Jesse the Simp had no way to resist when a girl was asking him so persistently. Overwhelming his embarrassment, he approached the Obelisk with heavy, unsteady steps as he rubbed his sweaty hands. All eyes were on him, some amused, some encouraging. Why was I feeling ashamed in his place? We just shared a name, nothing more!
Jesse Jr. gulped and closed his eyes before reaching out his hand towards the Obelisk, as if afraid that something bad would happen. Of course, perhaps he just didn’t want to be seen as a pervert who was leering at the inscribed Goddess. Not everyone lacked as much social sense as a certain redhead.
As it was already the fourth time, us Heroes had gotten used to what we saw next. A bunch of turtles, one freaking big armadillo, precious stones and chunks of metal, everything in the middle of the air above our heads. Nothing unusual, just the usual stuff. Boring.
“Sir Jesse, protector of people, defender of the realm, what a bright future awaits you, oh Hero!” Redion exclaimed, making me cringe hard, even if those words weren’t addressed to me. I only hoped that he would be more tame when my turn came. “A Rare Armadillo Aspect that boasts impregnable defense, and as if that was enough, your second Vim Heart is that of a Turtle, Uncommon as well as your Metal and Gem Elements. I can hardly imagine how hard it will be for Dark Lords to hurt you when you truly grow to the peak of your power!”
“H-he-he, thank you, Your Majesty,” Jesse Jr. made a deep—well, as deep as it was possible with his stature without falling down—bow to the emperor and returned to my side. Or rather, he was trying to get closer to Keira, but who cared, really?
“Good job, Jesse Jr!” I patted him on the shoulder with a smile.
“I’m not a—”
“Good job, Jesse Jr!” I repeated before turning my back to him and walking straight towards the Obelisk. There was no way I’d wait any longer after even my Junior name-bearer gained his superpowers! I’d first wanted to observe how others were tolerating the Awakening process and if there was any danger to this, but now I was sure enough that I had nothing to worry about. If something bad could have happened, it would already have, right? Okay, that was totally not a flag for some shit to go wrong.
With the gait of a prince on a stroll, I approached the Obelisk while locking my eyes on the Goddess. Her face was peerless, to say the least. Her features were delicate and feminine, mature and innocent, divine and transcendent. If she was real and became my girlfriend, I wouldn’t look at any other woman ever again. Despite her being just an image inscribed on a floating piece of marble, she looked almost alive. For a moment, I even thought that she winked at me. I could swear she did, but there was no way that this was something other than my imagination, right? The spectators would have made a fuss over it, otherwise.
It’d taken some effort on my part to keep my posture straight and confident under everyone's gazes, especially the emperor’s. Though, the really hard part was not to peek at the chest of the Goddess. Passing the short distance of no more than ten yards ended up putting a lot of mental strain on me.
While the previous four, people either touched the Obelisk far away from the Goddess or, on the contrary, groped her inappropriately, I acted like a true gentleman. The image on the Obelisk had her arms outstretched as if asking for a hug, and so I made a similar pose and reached out for her hands as if inviting this divine being for a dance.
As soon as my fingertips touched the stone, which was warm, almost hot, my entire body shook from the inside out. I hadn’t paid much attention to the reaction of the other Heroes at the moment of their Awakening, as I’d been too busy looking at the illusions manifested above our heads, so I had no idea if what was happening to me was any different. A sense of foreign energy flowed through me like an electric current, leaving a pleasant aftertaste in each of my cells. The closest comparison would be an orgasm. For a moment, my entire body was orgasmic, and then new, unknown sensations replaced the euphoria. As well as a rather strong breeze accompanied by a surrounding clamor. . .
“What an unexpected situation!” Redion exclaimed, his voice overshadowing the rest of the noise. “What do you think, Dyrrex?”
“Nothing of this sort was mentioned in the records, but if I have to guess, a Twin-Heart sounds like the most likely possibility,” the Archmage replied, uncertain. “In any case, we can easily confirm what happened if Hero Jesse checks his Status.”
I recovered from my full-body experience and raised my head. Indeed, it seemed that my Awakening was slightly different from that of the other Heroes in a couple of ways. . .




Chapter 5

What I saw above was a nightmare for anyone with arachnophobia. Was it me, or did some of the Heroes look really uncomfortable? I swear that among the fuss people had made was someone’s scream. I really couldn’t understand such people. Couldn’t they understand how cute and graceful those eight-legged creatures were?
A tide of spiders and scorpions was the only thing that seemed to appear after I’d touched the Obelisk. And that was highly unusual, for Heroes were supposed to have two Aspects and two Elements. It didn’t seem to be the same for me, which could only mean. . .
So I’m not really a Hero, huh? I smiled wryly. Will they send me home now? Not like there’s even a way if I am to believe their words. Or will they choose to get rid of such a nuisance? Of course not now. Most likely, the emperor would act in secret from other earthlings if he ever decided to get rid of one of us.
“So I only have one Aspect?” I asked Redion, trying to keep a calm expression despite my worries. “I hope that it’s at least something good.”
“I’m not sure, Hero Jesse.” The emperor still called me a Hero. “No human, Hero or otherwise, is supposed have one Aspect and two Elements. The number should be equal.”
I raised a brow. “Two Elements?”
“Oh, it would be easy to miss, indeed.” Redion showed me his usual fake smile. “Look closely while the Manifestation still lasts. I guess it’s easy to miss for someone without enhanced senses.”
Now that I really paid careful attention to what I was seeing, I noticed that there were pieces of transparent glass flying around the tide of cuteness. So one Element found, one more to go. . .and that was when everything that was supposed to be there to show off my newly gained powers disappeared. Well, those images hadn’t lasted too long the previous few times, so there was no real reason for there to be an exception specifically for me.
“What your Manifestation represents, Hero Jesse,” Redion said, explaining to me as much as to other Heroes, “is an Arachnid Aspect, which is Uncommon, as well as one Rare and one Common Element—Glass and Air, respectively. Glass is an extremely potent and potentially deadly Element which can kill opponents without even giving them a chance. But what I’m more interested to know is what is your second Aspect, if you have any. Can you please share your Status with us? You can call it up but with a thought.”
“I thought that you were reading all this information from the runes that appeared on the Obelisk, though?” I pointed out at the nipples of the Goddess that were still censored by glowing symbols.
Redion shook his head with what could be described as a bitter smile. “Unfortunately those are Runes of the Ancients, there’s no one among us who can easily read them.”
“Tee-hee,” the princess, Christinia, giggled. Did she find my ignorance funny, or was it something that her dad said?
The emperor continued without giving any heed to his daughter, “It is possible to decipher Runes with enough time, but as they appear only for couple of minutes we have no such opportunity. And to my regret, the Gift of Tongues that is given to Chosen Heroes only gives you comprehension of spoken languages. Though if any of you do want to learn Runes, you’ll have it way easier than any of us without this Gift.”
“This Gift you keep talking about, does it allow you to understand English?” I asked, curious about this for a long time. How much sense did it make for some people from a fantasy world to speak perfect English?
“English?” the emperor raised a brow.
“English?” Merlin gave me a look.
“We all obviously speak French!” one of the girls said. I had no idea who she was and didn’t care, but she indeed had a foreign look.
“You just said that in Japanese,” pointed out the Asian assassin.
“Tee-hee,” the princess giggled again. She sure was a cheerful young lady. “It seems that your world has a lot of language diversity, Brave Heroes.”
“As someone you’ve probably already guessed,” Redion said, “The Gift of Tongues just makes you think that you hear everything in the language you understand. This works the other way around, creating a similar illusion for people like us, who have no such an ability. If you start paying attention, you’ll notice the details in our language, the difference in sounds and so on. You’ll learn more about your Gifts at the Academy. For now, let’s return to the matter at hand. Shall we, Hero Jesse?”
Everyone’s eyes gathered on me, making me a bit anxious. What exactly was supposed to happen with this Status the emperor had been talking about? And why was my Awakening different? There was only one way to find out.
I’d already guessed from how Merlin had acted that the Status command was intuitive and very game-like. So I wasn’t surprised when a transparent blue screen appeared before me as soon as I consciously made my intentions clear. It was kind of scary that something—or someone—could read my thoughts so easily. Or maybe that was some kind of brain-magic interface like in neural feedback technologies.
After inspecting my Status Screen for ten seconds or so, I said, “It seems I have two Arachnid Aspects.”
Derryx nodded in response to my words, though his face was still obfuscated by the cloak. I wondered if some kind of magic or enchantment was hiding his face from us. “Just as I thought,” he said. “Hero Jesse has a Twin Vis-Hearts, so they share their Aspect. The records said that some Heroes from the past generations had two Hearts or Cores with identical Aspects or Elements. That gave them a certain edge at the higher Stages of the Way.”
Redion patted me on the back. “We’ll be waiting for your great accomplishments, Hero Jesse!”
“Yeah. . .” I replied absentmindedly before making my way back to the group. Almost simultaneously another person approached the Obelisk, but I didn’t pay much attention to them. I was still confused about my second Aspect and a bit relieved that my lie hadn’t been seen through. Though Christinia gave me a mysterious smile while I passed her, I had no idea what it could mean. The girl was starting to creep me out a bit. Of course, I knew that someone as handsome as me was irresistible, but her interest in me felt a bit unhealthy.
While yet another Hero was Manifesting his Aspects and Elements, I reopened my Status. It still was kind of surreal how a game-like interface was appearing in a fantasy world. The most disturbing part was that it didn’t feel out of place at all.
Status Screen
Name: Jesse Roy
Age: 23
Designation: Chosen Hero (Irregular)
Aether Saturation: 3%
Vis Heart A: Bronze, Human (Unique), Level 0
Vis Heart B: Bronze, Arachnid (Uncommon), Level 0
Mana Core A: Bronze, Glass (Rare), Level 0
Mana Core B: Bronze, Air (Common), Level 0
Divine Gifts: Gift of Tongues, Gift of Knowledge, Gift of Original Sin
I definitely had more than one reason to hide the content of my Status from the emperor and Co. For one thing, I had no trust in someone who would stoop to shameless kidnapping. For another, he’d mentioned that Rare was the highest Rarity one can Awaken to, and mine was two ranks above that. Also, Human definitely sounded like a frigging strange name for an Aspect. I had no idea what it could mean to the inhabitants of this foreign world. My designation as an “irregular” and, most importantly, my third Gift had made my decision to deceive them all but set in stone. Thankfully, Derryx had been careless enough to mention Twin-Hearts—that had allowed me to put two and two together, and compose a believable lie.
Unintentionally, I also found out that I actually can get my game-screen to display some details about my Status. Too bad that those details were vague and more or less useless.
Chosen Hero (Irregular)—You’re a Chosen Hero from another dimension. The question is—who chose you?
Aether Saturation—the higher it is, the more effective your training is. Raise it to 100% and see what happens.
See what happens? Really? I hope that it isn’t the Goddess who’s responsible for the descriptions like that, otherwise her image in my mind will be ruined.
Vis Heart A Details
Stage: Bronze
Level: 0
Aspect: Human (Unique)
Power: F
Density: F
Celerity: F
Recovery: F
Vis Heart B Details
Stage: Bronze
Level: 0
Aspect: Arachnid (Uncommon)
Power: E
Density: C
Celerity: C
Recovery: E
Mana Core A Details
Stage: Bronze
Level: 0
Aspect: Glass (Rare)
Power: C
Density: C
Celerity: B
Recovery: E
Mana Core B Details
Stage: Bronze
Level: 0
Aspect: Air (Common)
Power: E
Density: F
Celerity: C
Recovery: F
I wasn’t sure what to make up of all of those rankings or whatever they were. By the video-game logic, “A” was good and “F” was bad. It also was obvious that a more rare Aspect or Element should be more powerful. My Human Aspect was an outlier here, though. Following conventional logic, it was shit and my Glass Element was the MVP. On the other hand, what exactly did those rankings mean? Power and Recover were obvious enough, but Density and Celerity sounded lame. Why not Defense and Speed? That was something to figure out later.
I postponed checking the Gifts section, as I was rather anxious about the one containing the word “Sin”. According to what the emperor had explained to us, nothing good could come from it. I was afraid that knowing too much right now would make it harder for me to keep my outward cover of calm and confidence.
While I had been busy inspecting my Status and contemplating my future plans, most of the Heroes had already Awakened their powers. I noted that Anna, the secretary girl, had Crustacean (Uncommon) and Emperor Crab (Rare) Aspects alongside Sea (Uncommon) and Ocean (Rare) Elements. She didn’t give me a sea-girl vibe, but who knew. Maybe she was actually the daughter of a seafarer or something. She also was placed second in terms of the rarity of her overall abilities—as a rule of thumb, if a Hero had one Rare Aspect or Element, then the rest of their powers were Uncommon. Another combination was two Rare, one Uncommon and one Common. Other than Anna, Merlin and I, everyone fell into those two categories. Or at least they did until the last person approached the Obelisk.
One of the Heroes I bothered to remember, the shy girl who had been making notes in her notebook, Lisa ended up being the last person who hadn’t Awakened yet. All gazes gathered on her, which I’d half expected would make her visibly uncomfortable. Unexpectedly, she seemed calm and focused. With a nod of self-encouragement she approached the Obelisk, looking straight at it, as if trying to glare a hole in the marble.
“Here we go,” Lisa muttered before placing her hand on the Obelisk.
As one, everyone raised their heads to see what the teenage girl Manifested. Honestly, I doubt that anyone had expected the result—there were two truck-sized birds and. . .both of them started to sing in accord. One, that could only be described as a totally oversized hummingbird, was chirping a catchy tune while her wings hummed a melody. Another was a parrot who started to sing in a human voice. . .actually, that was Lisa’s voice, now that I thought about it. And both the song and the voice were vaguely familiar to me.
“Hey, hey, you, you,
I do like your girlfriend
No way, no way,
I think you need a new one
Hey, you, yes, you
Give me your damn girlfriend!”
Those lyrics were kind of. . .gay, if you consider that the singer was originally a girl. That was when someone actually recognized the song.
“Hey, isn’t this that Girlfriend song from Beth Michigan aka Michi?” Keira exclaimed as she made her way towards Lisa. “Now that I look at your face more closely, it’s you! OMG, can you believe it, guys?! She’s that famous pop-rock singer! Give me your autograph, hey, don’t run!”
“Ahh, so embarrassing, please close your ears, everyone!” Lisa covered her face with her hands and trotted away from Keira, hiding herself from us behind the Obelisk. Now that the redhead mentioned it, I recalled that I’d heard this song before. I had no idea how the singer was supposed to look, though, as I’d never seen her live broadcast.
“Hey, hey, you, you
I know that she likes me
No way, no way
No, it's not a secret
Hey, you, yes, you
I want to steal your girlfriend!”
The tune was catchy and the girl’s voice cute, but the lyrics were somewhat scary. Imagine having your girlfriend stolen by another woman, what could hurt a man’s pride more than that? Not like I had anything to worry about, there was no way any girl in her right mind would choose someone else instead of me—handsome, rich, smart, and, most importantly, humble.
In any case, the music continued to play for a couple of minutes before the Manifestation disappeared. For better or worse, that amount of time wasn’t enough for the full song. I wondered if the emperor and others had understood its lyrics—after all, that was plain English and there was really no  reason for the Gift of Tongues to translate it for them.
“What a beautiful song!” Redion exclaimed. “Though I can’t understand the words, I’m sure that it shows your bravery and grace, Lady Lisa!”
Oh yeah, stealing girlfriends from unsuspecting guys does require some grace and a lot of bravery, I lampooned. Talking from experience.
Lisa, though, had a more important matter at hand than the emperor’s misunderstanding. “Please stop chasing me, Ms. Keira!”
“Just gimme your autograph, Michi!” the redhead didn’t want to give up. “It’s your duty as a superstar to please your fans! Emm, not in that way, though, you know?!”
I sighed. Why was I surrounded by such hopeless individuals?




Chapter 6

Eventually, Keira got what she wanted. Now, her t-shirt had a signature right around the area where her right nipple was supposed to be.
Couldn’t she choose a better place for her autograph?!
“Ahem,” Redion coughed to attract our attention. He was extremely tolerant of our antics, which made me more and more suspicious about his intentions—just how much of what he’d told us was true? “Now that you ladies have calmed down, can I continue my Awakening speech?”
“Of course, Your Majesty, I’m so sorry!” Lisa bowed her head, her face bright red.
You aren’t the one who should apologize, you know?!  I thought, but said nothing. The actual culprit was inspecting her prize nonchalantly, which looked kind of obscene considering where the signature was. On a side note, it should be mentioned that all the fuss could have been avoided if Lisa hadn’t had her pen—after all, even Keira wouldn’t be shameless enough to ask the emperor for a quill and ink, right? Though who knows, maybe they had some kind of magic pens in this world.
“It’s okay, Lady Lisa,” Redion gave the girl a reassuring smile. “I don’t really mind.”
How many times has he smiled since our kidnapping? Be serious, dammit. You expect us to become soldiers in your war, stop pretending to be so nice, Mr. Bluebeard.
“In any case,” the emperor continued, “I have no doubt that your Aspects are Calibri and Parrot, both Rare and rather peculiar. As for your Elements, I think we all already have a guess, but I’d like to confirm with you to be completely sure. Can you check your Status, Lady Lisa? It should be very easy and intuitive for you.”
“S-status, you say. . .” The girl looked confused for a moment before making an “Oh!” sound.
“What does it say?” I asked her, curious. If my guess was right, she. . .
“Let’s see, my Mana Core A says Sonic, Rare,” Lisa mumbled to herself, but her voice was clear enough for everyone to hear, “and my Core B is. . .oh, it says Sonic as well!”
“Wow, your Element is Sonic the Hedgehog?!” Keira made a surprised face. “As expected of Michi, you’re amazing!”
That girl is really. . .I shook my head with a wry smile. My image of Keira as an arrogant and bitchy gal was completely crushed. The reality was rather different, and it was hard to say if for better or worse.
“I don’t know about this hedgehog you’ve mentioned, Lady Keira, but Sonic is a truly terrifying Element that uses the power of sound itself,” Redion said, obviously missing the reference. “For one thing, Sonic Magic is incredibly fast, it’s also invisible and can pierce most physical defenses. To think that we have a Hero with a Sonic Twin-Core in addition to a Hero with a Twin-Heart and also someone like Merlin with powerful Rare abilities that are connected to our Royal Family. This is as if Her Ladyship Aefortunea gives us her guidance!”
I had no idea if the Goddess helped the emperor in any way, but I sure felt lucky. After all, there was a chance that my lie could have been exposed if someone else had an actual Twin-Heart and their Manifestation was obviously different from mine. In Lisa’s case, it was impossible to say how exactly her song worked and what would be the difference if she had a different combination of Elements.
Redion clapped his hands in a satisfied way and beamed at our group of Chosen Heroes. He was definitely in a good mood, no questions about it.
“Now that each of you Awakened to your powers and became a Bronze Champion, I think we should discuss what happens next,” the emperor spoke slowly, his voice dead serious. “You are guests in my palace , but your presence here, and in our world in general, is very special. Until you grow strong enough, your presence shouldn’t be known to the broad public, as otherwise our enemies, the Sin Cult in particular, can target you.”
“Target us?” one of the female Heroes I hadn’t bothered to remember asked reflexively. She was a blonde girl in her late teens, a bit cute, but not my type.
“A direct assassination attempt is possible, but far from the worst case scenario.” Redion’s face turned grim, but only for a moment. “Brainwashing and even possession are disturbing but very real possibilities. There’s nothing those demon worshipers won’t do to achieve their goals.”
“You’re scaring them too much, dear,” said Martinia, the empress who’d kept her silence until now. She gave us a kind, motherly smile. “As long as you’re under our protection, you have nothing to worry about. Only the most trusted people will be allowed to approach anywhere near you. And more than this. . .”
“More than this,” Redion continued in place of his wife, “I plan to assign a bodyguard to each of you. Of course, you’ll have the opportunity to choose one to your liking among the carefully selected personnel. And you can treat them as your servant as well, as obeying your every command is a part of their duty.”
I didn’t like the sound of it. Depending on the interpretation, that could be considered as having someone keeping an eye on us all the time. Not like that wasn’t somehow justified, all things considered. But what I wanted to know the most, though, was why the emperor and Co had shown no fear of being betrayed by us when we grew stronger than them. Keeping us in check with a “servant” could be only considered a temporary solution. 
“E-every command?” a boy—I had no idea what his name was—mumbled. I could only remember that one of his Aspects was Rhinoceros. The way he gulped down his saliva betrayed his obscene thoughts.
“Every command,” Redion confirmed with a nod, before changing the topic. “After you choose your servant, you’ll be led to your respective rooms. I’d like to spend more time with all of you, but as a monarch, I have things to attend. Your servants will show you around the palace and tell you more about Aethelrend and Al’Delia.”
I didn’t like the way the emperor emphasized “every command”. I was a modern person who was all about consent and free will, but what else could you expect from a kidnapper?
“And after that?” I asked, curious about his further plans.
“After that, you rest.” Redion shrugged. “You should use the rest of the day to relax and get used to your new roles and powers. I’m sure you would be more than glad to explore what you can do now that you’ve Awakened. As for tomorrow, I’ll hold a banquet to celebrate your arrival. I’ll invite those of the highest ranked nobles that have my trust, which means just a chosen few of them. . .”
So most nobles are rotten, just like in any feudal society, huh? I concluded. Nothing surprising, considering that the one they serve is a piece of work as well.
“The day after tomorrow,” the emperor continued, “is going to be a turning point for all of us, though. I think that the most cunning of you have already realized how reckless it is for me to place my absolute trust in you, people who can grow strong enough to threaten my empire and me. . .”
“What?!” Merlin exploded in a righteous fury. “What the hell are ya sayin’, old man?! Of course, we’ll help you, our benefactor! Why would we threaten you or your people? Who do you think we are?!”
“I’m sorry that my words made Sir Merlin upset,”—Redion bowed his head, perhaps for the first time since we’d met him—”but the human heart is fickle, and power can corrupt even the most honest of people. I mean no offense to you, oh Chosen Heroes. You’ll understand everything if you allow me to finish my thought.”
Merlin shut his trap, but his face was still filled with indignation. The boy really felt wronged just because someone didn’t unconditionally trust him at their first meeting. I couldn’t be sure if he’d watched too much anime or had been inspired too much by The Catcher in the Rye. Perhaps both. A part of me could understand him, though—I mean, who would be so straightforward about showing how little trust they had in someone they all but begged for help? That Redion had too little shame for someone who called himself a monarch.
“According to our records, once upon a time, no restrictions were put on the Chosen Heroes summoned by the Ritual of Twelve,” Redion explained. “Which led to a single problem—after the evil was vanquished, it left the world with more than one being that held unstoppable power and wasn’t bound by the rules of Aethelrend.
“And while some of the Heroes returned back to their home planet and others Ascended to the higher realm, there were those who chose to stay here and reign over our world. But what happens when more than one Hero wants to become the ultimate ruler? The answer is—a war that dwarfs even the one they waged against Dark Lords. And that was exactly what had happened twenty millennia ago, a grand war that lasted for a thousand years and that almost wiped out our civilization.”
Does he really think we’re interested in the history of his world? C’mon, dude, get to the point.
“This is why Gods decided to give us a chance to protect ourselves from our savior, no matter how ungrateful and unfair it sounds,” Redion said, at last getting closer to what he truly had to tell us. “We were gifted Oath Obelisks. A promise made under the Obelisk can’t be broken, no matter how powerful you become. A contract agreed upon with the Obelisk as the witness will be fulfilled no matter what. And this, my dear guests, is the reason why I’m not afraid that you’ll ever betray us.”
So this is your trump card, huh?
“Can we choose the content of the promise?” I asked while the rest of the Heroes were trying to comprehend the meaning of his words. “Like, I don’t mind promising that I won’t destroy your country or try to conquer the world, but if you want us to obey your every command, then I doubt that anyone will agree.”
“You really are a wise man, Hero Jesse.” Redion looked me in the eyes, his expression unreadable. “Unfortunately, the content of the promise you’ll be making isn’t decided by you, definitely not by me. Instead, this would be the Oath of Twelve, something that my ancestors created with the blessing of our Goddess, Her Ladyship Aefortunea. I understand your worries, but fear not—there’s nothing in its content that would harm you in any way.”
I held back hard from rolling my eyes at him. Did he really think that we would believe his word without any proof? I definitely wouldn’t place my trust in someone who’d kidnapped me.
“To simplify,” Redion continued, “you’d need to promise to never lay claim to Al’Delia or any of the Grand Nations, nor destroy them or establishing a country of your own—though you’ll have the right to become the ruler of any of the lesser nations. You’ll also promise to leave our world within two hundred years—either by Ascending or returning to your home. Something you all will probably like, is the promise to never take the life of your fellow Hero, at least as long as they made the same oath you did. If anything, I’d say that you’ll only benefit from swearing the Oath of Twelve.”
“So you can’t just alter the oath’s content to your liking?” I asked, just to confirm.
“Alter it?” Redion chuckled. “Honestly, I can’t even read it! To tell you the truth, the Oath Obelisk alone isn’t enough to truly control you, Heroes. Definitely not when you achieve the Etherium Stage. But the Oath of Twelve is, in fact, a scroll imbued with divinity, its only purpose is to make sure that Chosen Heroes don’t wreak havoc on Aethelrend after saving it. So no, I can’t alter it. And before you ask, you, of course, can actually understand it’s content.”
He really makes it sound like such a good deal for us to take, I thought with alarm. One more reason to be worried.
In any case, that was when I made a decision. A decision I’d probably regret, a decision that was setting me on a rough path. I decided to get the Hell out of this palace before that oath shit. Otherwise, I’d be forced to fight for them, to become their damn pawn. And would probably die in their useless war. The more he tried to convince us how great everything was, the more I suspected that most of us were going to end up dead. The more he tried to convince us that that oath was harmless and even benefited us, the more I suspected that there was something sinister about it. Thankfully, I had a hunch on how to make my escape, thanks to the still vague intuitive knowledge I’d received about my unlocked superpowers.
After answering some silly questions the Heroes asked him—like would the oath prevent them from marrying Christiana or another princess, to which the answer is “no, but you won’t become a rightful successor though your children would”—Redion turned his back to us and gestured for us to follow him. At last, we were leaving the audience hall. It felt like I’d been kept here for days, even though by my estimation it was at most two hours since my kidnapping.
One point to mention would be that despite some of the male Heroes having shown obvious interest in the princess—and to be honest, I could understand them to an extent—she paid them no heed. I, on the other hand, received more than one meaningful look from her. She was pretty, to say the least, just not my type. I wasn’t into flatties, no matter how breathtaking their faces were, thank you very much. She also had something off about her, making my intuition scream to avoid this girl.
Redion effortlessly pushed open the luxurious gate at one end and led us out of the audience hall into a broad hallway. In the best traditions of medieval royalty—based on the historical knowledge I received from movies—crimson carpet covered the floor, and large paintings decorated the beige-gold walls. Lined in two rows, a few dozen servants silently stood as we reached the middle of the hallway, where the emperor and his entourage stopped and turned to face us.
“Those people,”—Redion spread his arms, obviously referring to the servants that now surrounded us on two sides—” are my loyal subjects who are honored to be the candidates for your bodyguards. Each of them has shown outstanding results both in combat and utility. Each of them has proved their worth and allegiance. Each of them is ready to die for the empire and for you, if needed. Nevertheless, please pick carefully as you can choose only one of them as your retainer, and they will serve you for years to come. Of course, you can talk to them as much as you want before making your decision.”
The emperor said nothing about the potential conflict of interest if two Heroes had their eyes on one servant, so I instantly assumed that “first come, first served” was the rule here. My gaze passed by both rows of the candidates, looking for someone who could catch my interest, while the rest of my group were still hesitating.
I counted eighteen people in each row, meaning thirty-six in total, or three people per one of the original twelve Heroes. It wasn’t as awkward as that thing with not enough chairs, as even with my addition, we still had more than enough servants for each of us to choose from. What surprised me the most, was that about two-third of the candidates didn’t look purely human. Some had scales, some tails, some non-human ears, some unusual skin color, more often than not it was a combination of those characteristics. I couldn’t be sure if those people actually weren’t human or if that was how their Aspects manifested. The latter seemed to be a more logical conclusion, but you could never be too sure when it came to fantasy worlds.
Honestly, my choice was made in less than a minute, before any other Hero could even start considering their own. Or not, as it seemed that Jesse Jr. had his eyes on the same person as me. I didn’t expect anything less from my namesake.
“Sorry, pal, I found her first,” I whispered in his ear as I placed my hand on his shoulder and made a step towards our person of interest. My buddy didn’t complain but I heard a disappointed sigh from behind. I was sure that he would still find someone to his liking, but there was no way I could give up this.
Okay, before anything else, I should make a disclaimer—I never was a weeb. Sure, I’d watched some of the mainstream anime titles, as I wasn’t someone who would discriminate against a form of media just because some uneducated plebs considered it too lowly for them. But I wasn’t the type of person who would be proud of watching hundreds of anime series and tell everyone that Japan rules. Definitely not. I was a normal, above average healthy man who had no serious problems, neither in his personal life nor otherwise. So yes, I definitely didn’t pick my target because I was anything even close to an otaku weeb. Rather, the reason was way more prosaic.
“I choose you!” I declared as I pointed my hand at a certain lady at the far end of one of the rows.
“Huh?” the female servant, who had been standing with a poker face up until now, made an unintentional sound. She perked up the feline ears at the top of her head and gave me a curious look with those cyan eyes of hers, her vertical pupil slightly constricting, her fluffy white tail wagging slowly from side to side.
Did I already mention that she was a bona fide cat girl?




Chapter 7

“Ahem,” I cleared my throat. “Sorry for being so abrupt. I’m Jesse Ray and I knew that we'd be a perfect fit as soon as I saw you. Can I hear your name?”
“Fio Arrodio,” the cat girl replied, as she looked at me, her eyes squinted but for a moment, before giving me a curtsy, “at your service.” 
Fio was hot. And busty as hell. She was one of the most well-endowed women I’d ever seen, if not the most. Totally my type. But that wasn’t the reason I chose her. No, really. Well, maybe half of it, but still. What really made her different from other servants was her demeanor. While pretty much everyone else seemed to be nervous and excited about being chosen by us, the Heroes themselves, she had been standing with a completely indifferent expression. As if she didn’t belong here. And her reaction to my approach was half annoyed and half aloof, not something you’d expect from a servant girl who was facing a Chosen Hero. She was just perfect for what I had in mind.
“Fia, what a beautiful name,” I said with a half-smirk.
She gave me a cold glare. “My name is Fio, Your Lordship.”
“Oh yeah, Fiora Dio, right?”
Kono Dio da! I chuckled at a thought.
“Fio Arrodia, Your Lordship,” she said in a robotic, monotonous voice, which was in contrast to how pleasant to the ear it was.
“Ha-ha, sorry, I’m just not used to this world’s names, Ms. Fio,” I lied with an innocent expression. She didn’t buy it, if her barely noticeable frown was anything to judge by. “Also,” I added, “you can call me Jesse.”
Even though it could look like I had been picking on the poor cat girl, I was actually testing her. So far so good.
My potential maid was observing me with a calm indifference. I didn’t mind, though, considering the way I was treating her. I gave her an evaluating glance from top to bottom. Just like pretty much all female servants, Fio was wearing a maid uniform, except it was way more revealing and over the top than any classical Victorian dress.
Her outfit had not much in terms of historical accuracy and was closer to rather brazen cosplay, but damn if it wasn’t sexy as hell.  Her dark blue dress was a bit too tight on her, making it all more prominent how slim her waist was compared to the fullness of her chest and hips. Her knee-length skirt exposed her perfect legs covered in thin stockings, with a tight turquoise garter adding to her sensuality. Both her laced half-apron and ruffled bonnet were the same gentle color as the garter, but her choker necklace was as snow-white as her hair.
“How old are you, Fio?” I asked nonchalantly, as if I hadn’t totally checked her out just now. “I’d assume somewhere between thirty-five and fifty-five, but I’d want to know for sure.”
“I’m twenty-five this year,” she replied, her voice not betraying any spite, “so I should be about ten years older than you, Sir Jesse.”
“Actually, I’m twenty-three, and flattery will get you nowhere, Ms. Fio.” I winked at her, which made her slightly tilt her head and her fluffy ears twitch.
She did look like someone around my age, so of course I was just bullshitting about her being a MILF-aged woman. Of course, considering the magical anti-aging-effect the emperor had mentioned, I wouldn’t be surprised if some young-looking servants actually were in their forties. Unexpectedly, Fio had even tried to tease me back, which was a good sign that I’d made the right choice by picking her. Not on her, mind you.
Honestly speaking, Fio was so attractive that a part of my brain totally wanted to simp for her. You know, that part that made men act like idiots when they fell in love. Thankfully, I hadn’t known her long enough to be seriously attached, and my tolerance to beauty wasn’t that low to begin with. So, I could continue testing her without any issues.
“So, how strong are you, Fio?” I no longer used “Miss” when talking to her. I only hoped that she got the clue and stopped adding that annoying “Sir” whenever she addressed me.
She gave me a glare that could be easily mistaken for a “strong enough to wreck your neck”, before replying, “I’m a Golden Master Champion, Sir Jesse.”
Rather than not getting the clue, she seemed to continue adding “Sir” just for the heck of it. Or, more likely, showing outward respect to the Heroes was enforced by the emperor and addressing me casually with Redion in sight would be a very stupid option. She’d already risked exchanging pleasantries with me without looking like the docile little pet the rest of the servants were trying to imitate.
“I have no idea what it means,” I told her honestly. “Can you beat a bear? What about a dragon? You’ll be my bodyguard, first and foremost, if I really choose you. I need to know. How would you compare yourself to that fully armored Paladin and the emperor?”
Fio, and some of the servants that were close enough to hear our conversation, gave me amazed looks. I could even guess why, I wasn’t stupid.
“I don’t know what type of bear you’re talking about, Sir Jesse, but I’m pretty much sure that none of them would pose any danger to me,” Fio explained seriously. “As for the dragons, I never met one, but from my knowledge even the weakest of them is at the Mythril Stage, which is out of my league. As for your last question—no comments.”
Of course, I knew that she was nowhere close to being an opponent to Redion. The emperor had already explained that there were multiple Stages and between Gold and Adamantium were still Platinum, Mythril, and Orichalcum. Even though I couldn’t be sure how much of the difference it made, I’d seen what the man could do, and I doubted that someone who was even close to him would stay as a servant, no matter how prestigious that position was. If anything, I was surprised by how dismissive she was when talking about handling frigging bears. Perhaps by the Earth standards she was still a monster. Which made me a bit hesitant about continuing testing her. But only a bit.
“I don’t know, you don’t look very strong, do you even lift?” I said, pretending to be in doubt. Thankfully, other Heroes were busy with talking to their own potential partners, so no one was there to comment on my use of outdated memes.
Fio raised a brow. “What exactly I should lift and how is this related to my strength?”
“Nevermind, how are you compared to other. . .bodyguards here?” I asked her, intentionally not using the word servant.
“Perhaps a bit above average, if I do say so myself,” the cat girl gave me a reply surprisingly similar to what I used to think about myself when it came to my overall success in life.
“Ahem, excuse me,” a servant girl who’d been standing nearby and silently listening to our exchange, opened her mouth, “If I may. . . Sir Jesse?”
I gave her a curious look. She was one of the completely human servants, though definitely different from any earthlings, with her eyes and hair being completely pink. She seemed to be in her late teens and wasn’t my type body-wise, if you know what I mean. Now that I thought about it, she probably was one of the servants that had helped the princess to change my clothes.
“Do you have something to add?” I asked the pink girl.
“Yes, Sir Jesse.” She bowed. “Fio, she. . .she is one of the strongest among the thirty-six candidates, if not the strongest. For one thing, she’s one of the five Champions among us. . .”
Fio gave the girl an annoyed look. “Did I ask for your help, Lulu?”
“Sorry, but I couldn’t bear seeing you understating your worth, Fio.” The girl called Lulu made a bashful smile. “Especially after he. . .ahem. Sir Jesse. I just wanted to help out my friend, I hope I didn’t offend you. Fio is actually a very nice person, as long. . .as you’re nice to her, instead. . .you know. . .”
It seemed that Lulu, at last, realized that she was talking to someone above her status and with the royal family as the witnesses. Apparently, when I hadn’t been paying attention, Christinia started to observe us with curiosity from a dozen feet away. Not like I cared.
“Instead of being a jerk?” I grinned at the two girls as I finished Lulu’s thought. “Ha-ha, don’t worry about that. I was just testing the waters, so to say.”
“Sorry!” Lulu bowed her head to me repeatedly before standing straight at her place, trying to keep her face neutral. Fio, on the other hand, slightly frowned but otherwise kept her calm.
“Fio Arrodia,” I solemnly addressed the cat girl. “Would you like to become my. . .” I paused for a few seconds, to make the moment more dramatic, before continuing, “. . .bodyguard?”
“That would be my honor, oh Brave Hero,” Fio answered without a hint of sarcasm before making a deep bow with her left hand at the right side of her chest and her right hand behind her back.
Gotcha!
And so, I got my personal cat girl maid! And she was quite a stunner, to boot. No offense to Jessica, but Fio was just in a completely different league than any girl I’d ever dated or flirted with, for that matter. In fact, she was probably more attractive than any woman I’d ever seen, and it was more objective than subjective, really. Perhaps the Goddess could compete with her in person, but just an inscription on a piece of stone wasn’t nearly enough to win against a busty cat girl maid.
C’mon, Jesse, you didn’t choose her  to get in her pants, dude, I reminded myself. Even if she warms up to you and you click off well enough, if everything goes as planned you won’t be seeing each other for long.
I took a hold of myself and, after briefly exchanging hollow pleasantries with my new bodyguard, started to observe what other Heroes were doing. Honestly, it was kind of cringeworthy. On the one hand, we had overly enthusiastic servants that tried to prove themselves, even though they didn’t dare to take initiative and approach any earthlings on their own, waiting for their turn. On the other hand, we had socially awkward losers that were given a chance to choose an extremely hot person—man or female, each servant was at least Hollywood-level attractive—to be their. . .companion.
“What do you think of those people, Fio?” I asked my maid as I tilted my head towards the Heroes. “Do you really feel like trusting the future of your world to them?”
The girl gave me another of her unreadable looks. “Beggars can’t be choosers, Sir Jesse.”
I shrugged. “Fair enough. Also, just call me Jesse. No Sir, please. Okay, Fio?”
“I should politely refuse, Sir Jesse.” She gave me a curt, barely noticeable bow. “I can’t casually address my betters.”
“Maybe not in front of the emperor, but when no one is watching, it’s just Jesse.” I winked at her. “Unless you want me to call you Fiora.”
“You can call me whatever you want, Sir Jesse,” she said flatly, but I definitely saw her right ear twitching. That was damn cute.
“You know, Fio, I like you,” I said as I turned away from her, watching the lousy attempts of Jesse Jr. to hide his embarrassment. “Your place in my heart is somewhere between fried potatoes and midnight strolls. That’s very impressive, considering that we’ve just met, and I love my midnight strolls from the bottom of my heart.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere, Sir Jesse.” I didn’t see her expression, but there was a hint of amusement in her tone. Unexpected, considering that so far the cat girl had been talking like a bored news broadcaster.
“We’ll see about that.” I smirked and then kept observing my fellow Heroes in silence. Well, of course it wasn’t actually silent in the hallway, as I and Fio were among the minority who had their mouths shut.
The servants had the same sex-ratio as the Heroes, if you ignored my existence. So it wasn’t unexpected that most male Heroes were approaching female servants and vice-versa. Though I hoped that my fellow earthlings wouldn’t be rotten enough to pursue intimacy in a totally non-equal relationship with the people who had not much of a choice if ordered to warm our beds, but who was I kidding, really? Also by the looks of it, our so-called bodyguards would be the first to initiate physical companionship if given the chance. Some of them looked almost like crazy fans meeting their idol in person for the first time. The main reason why Fio with her poker face had been so easy to spot.
Only three of the Heroes were currently considering a servant of their own sex, but I doubted the intentions of two of them. The singer girl, Lisa (or was it Beth or Michi?), was bright red while talking to a certain female maid who was obviously flirting with her. I had no idea if Lisa was lesbian or bisexual, but there were many hints that she was into girls. Well duh, her songs’ lyrics were proof enough. I’d be the last person to judge her, though. Otherwise, I’d be the biggest hypocrite ever—what with my hard drive having a one hundred gigabyte folder filled with lesbian porn. And what kind of healthy straight single man didn’t have a lesbian porn folder, anyway?
Another two outliers were both men. One was a boy in his mid-to-late teens who chose the male servant who was arguably the cutest out of them, so much that he could have easily been mistaken for a girl if he wore maid clothes. No judgment, though I wasn’t into traps, I was always glad to see less competition for actual women. The last person was that Asian assassin guy, and he was the one who impressed me the most. He’d gathered four servants around him—one female, three male—and was asking them questions about how useful and strong they were, what kind of skills they had other than their ability to fight, that kind of stuff. He was scrutinizing the four like a merchant would goods. Scary fellow. I noted to myself to learn his name at the first opportunity.
Merlin had already picked his maid. I couldn’t say that I’d expected his choice, though. It should be mentioned that most of the servants seemed to be either in their late teens or early twenties. But there were a couple of exceptions. For example, a certain well-endowed woman with a figure of a fitness model—thick and muscular, but not to the extent that it would make her unattractive. She looked like someone in her mid-thirties, but could be much older if you kept in mind what the emperor said about the increase in life expectancy being stronger apparently brought. So yes, a boy who’s sixteen or so, chose a MILF as his servant. Now that I put it like that, it sounded like the most natural outcome, though—it was an open secret that teenage boys were more likely to be interested in mature women. He didn’t strike me as a horny young man and the way he talked to her was more like a son trying to impress his mother, so maybe I was just jumping to conclusions by judging by myself. Yeah, no way, I was always totally objective!
The two last people of interest were my best friends—my man Jesse Jr. and his future girlfriend, Keira Knightley! Wait, she totally had a different second name, but really, who even cared? And yes, despite her being my type looks-wise, I’d long since given up on that redhead, and left her for my big-bellied namesake. They totally had a bright future together, I was sure! But their harmonious and beautiful marriage was right now under the threat of not one third wheel, but two. Or perhaps even more.
Keira, for one thing, had surrounded herself with three criminally handsome men, none of them completely human by the way. One had cool gills behind his ears and scales on his forearms, another had a shell on his back like a ninja turtle, and the last could be proud of his thick lizard tail. Right now, they were busy competing in what could be only called a mix of stand-up comedy and awkward battle rap. Apparently, Keira promised to choose the most funny of them. I knew that, at least for some women, the sense of humor was the most desired traits in a man. But you were out of luck if the woman in question had a completely messed up sense of humor, like a certain redhead.
My buddy Jesse Junior was faced with a difficult choice. At least that was if you judged by his expression, from my perspective his choice couldn’t be any easier. For one thing, one of the two girls he was talking to looked the youngest among all the servants, somewhere in her mid-teens. Of course, that wasn’t a reason to jump to conclusions. For one thing, this was a world where magic could slow down the aging process, for another, even back on Earth some women kept their youthful looks way into their twenties. Also, the age of consent in my state was sixteen, and she very well could be old enough. That was not even mentioning that some of the Heroes were probably even younger, and I definitely had no way to stop them from using their social position to get laid with older people if they wanted. And also the girl had two octopus-like tentacles, so maybe he was more interested in those, than in her age. Or perhaps he wasn’t like other Heroes and made his choice purely out of practicality! Well, who I was kidding?
The real reason why I was kind of pissed off at Jesse Junior for hesitating in his choice was the fact that the second option was a damn wolf girl who was buxom and almost as hot as Fio, though significantly shorter. The wolf girl was, like, 5’ 4’’ while my own maid was just an inch shorter than me, and I was 5’ 11’’. Yeah, Fio was rather tall for a woman, but I totally loved it.
At some point, Jesse Jr. caught my gaze resting on him and froze. He’d probably forgotten that he wasn’t alone and even if I wasn’t a judgmental prude—I didn’t care, as long as both people had reached the age of consent, which I assumed they did, as no way a real underage girl could pass the standards required to be a bodyguard of a Hero—the others could and probably would give him disdainful looks if he had someone with such juvenile appearance as his personal maid.
With obvious reluctance, Jesse Jr. said goodbye to his Lovecraftian pseudo-loli, and gave an awkward smile to the wolf girl. The latter didn’t seem to be offended or disgusted, to my surprise—just how much were they brainwashed to mindlessly admire us Heroes like this?
Soon enough, each Chosen Hero picked his or her servant, leaving the remaining ones disappointed. They didn’t even know what they were “missing”. Redion and his entourage, excluding the princess, bid their farewell to us—apparently, they were oh so busy—leaving us former earthlings and our bodyguards to our devices.
Well, I guess it’s time to start information gathering!
Also, I was damn hungry, and I already knew who could help me with that.




Chapter 8

With Redion and Co successfully removing themselves, things proceeded at a faster pace. No longer did we need to listen to the emperor’s lectures and grand speeches, or worry about being under the scrutinizing gazes of those who could annihilate us in a moment. Okay, that last part was factually wrong, because for all I knew each of our so-called “servants'' could very much be stronger than all thirteen summoned earthlings combined. But at least they hadn’t demonstrated that in practice, yet.
Around fifteen minutes after the last of the Heroes chose their bodyguard, we were sitting at the table in a luxurious dining room. Who were “we”? Me, Keira, Jesse Jr. and our newly gained entourage. Also, that room was just a part of my personal suite inside the palace and Fio had led us here after telling her less fortunate friend—Lulu—to, quote, “bring esteemed Brave Heroes a meal worthy of their pedigree”. And oh my, I’d be damned if the pink maid hadn’t taken those words to heart.
For one thing, the sheer volume of the food the servants—not our personal ones, the rest of them—had brought here was enough to feed all thirteen of us Heroes and all our bodyguards. Twice. And we had only three of us to deal with all that food because Fio and her co-workers insisted on refusing to share the meal with us because “it’s unbecoming for servants to eat at the same table as their masters''. Feudal society was such bullshit. Didn’t they understand that if they continued to feed us at that rate, each of their “saviors'' would end up looking just like Jesse Jr? Then again, no one was forcing us to eat all of it, far from it. Which didn’t change the fact that with so many delicacies before us, even I had it hard restricting myself.
I didn’t recognize most of the food—there was meat that reminded me of beef but was way, way softer, a giant omelet that you’d expect to be made from an ostrich egg or something of a similar size, violet cakes that tasted like something between chocolate and lime. And damn if it wasn’t the second-best meal of my life. What was the best one? Nothing beats jacket potatoes after starving for two entire days, but that is a story for another time. Also, it should be mentioned that the tableware was mostly the same used in the west, except that the eating utensil combined a spoon, fork and knife all at once—I knew that we had those back on Earth, too, but I wasn’t sure what they were called.
“This white sauce tastes like jizz. . .” Keira muttered loud enough for everyone to hear as she played around with the liquid in question, which had been served with blue noodles. “Don’t you think so, Jesse?”
I raised a brow at her. “Do you really think you can catch me with such a—”
“No, no, I wasn’t talking to you, handsome,” the redhead interrupted me as she nodded towards my namesake. “I was talking to this other Jesse, not you!”
“M-me?” Jesse Jr. raised his head from his plate. The guy had been enthralled by the food and had even forgotten that he wasn’t the only person at the table. Not that I could blame him, what with how I myself was far from the epitome of table manners.
“Yeah, do you think that sauce tastes like semen?” she asked him seriously. 
 
“N-no, I think it’s more like mayo. . .” he replied, walking right into a trap.
“Ha-ha, gotcha!” Keira laughed. “So you know how sperm tastes, huh? Otherwise, you won’t be able to make that comparison!”
“But—” Jesse Jr. was about to argue in his defense, but the smug face of Keira shut him down.
“Keira.” I gave the redhead a solemn look and waited until she focused her attention on me.
“What?” she asked, her tone annoyed as if I was spoiling her fun. Probably because that was exactly what I was planning to do.
“Are you twelve?” I asked her, my expression deadpan.
“C’mon, that was just a joke!” Keira got noticeably flustered. “D-don’t you think that was funny?” She turned to her personal valet, probably expecting him to back her up. “I heard you laughed, Scrubbo, so it’s those two Jesses who’re strange, right?!”
The turtle man—yeah, that was the one she’d chosen—totally hadn’t laughed, so for a moment he didn’t know how to react. Scrubbo was facing a dilemma—support his mistress in her idiocy and look like a fool to everyone else, or betray her trust and face the unknown consequences. I decided to save his life by getting serious, for once. I didn’t want to continue playing along with Keira’s peculiar quirks before making some things clear.
I cleared my throat and then loudly rebuked Keira, “I hope that you understand that this joke of yours was very inappropriate and rude, especially towards Jesse. . .Junior. We’re eating right now, for Goddess’ sake.”
“Hey, it wasn’t so bad, c’mon!” The redhead pouted at me. “I mean, I myself have no idea what jizz tastes like!”
I pretended to be surprised. “Strange to hear it from an experienced sugar baby.”
“What?!” Keira looked at me as if I said something presumptuous before recovering as if realizing something. “A-ha! So you’re using my own jokes against me now, Mr. Joker?”
“So that was a joke, too?” I asked, faking astonishment. In reality, I’d realized what her deal was for a while already.
“Of course, one of my favorite ones!” Keira grinned. “I mean, I totally don’t look like that sort of girl, right?”
You totally do! I thought, but kept my silence like any decent person who had no comments to add.
For some very long seconds, the room went still, with only the second Jesse’s munching playing as a background sound effect.
“What is a sugar baby?” the wolf girl broke the uncomfortable silence. Apparently, there was no such concept in their world, or perhaps it had a different name and so just went untranslated. I had no plans to explain the meaning behind that concept, and the other two earthlings either shared my feelings or just didn’t care.
“So. . .” To make the dramatic pause even more dramatic, I put my hands at mouth level, and made a pyramid with my fingers, villain-style. “Does it also mean that you weren't actually trying to insult my pal Jesse Junior back when you first met him and tried to shoo him away from his chair?”
“Huh?!” Keira opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened again like a fish, then she frowned and closed it for good. Jesse Jr. stopped in the middle of delivering a spoonful of soup into his mouth—that guy had been eating even while the redhead and I were engaged in a conversation, but perhaps hearing himself mentioned short-circuited him.
“Do you really need to act so surprised, Keira,” I asked, half in exasperation. “Is this such a big revelation to you that calling someone a fatso can be considered an insult?”
Keira looked at me, then at Jesse Jr. And then again. She repeated the motion a couple of times as if trying to gauge our reactions—which she failed to do, as our big guy was still half-frozen, and I copied my maid by keeping a poker face.
“My besties and I called each other fat all the time, it’s fun!” Keira tried to make an excuse before adding with a cough. “Ahem, my former besties, we aren’t friends anymore. Anyway, the main joke was that he could crush his chair. How was it called again? Exacerbation?”
And why am I not surprised? I really wasn’t. Should I explain to her that this could be still accepted because they, in fact, weren’t actually fat (I hope) and also weren’t complete strangers? Nah, let’s keep this short.
“Well, some people can feel insulted, so keep that in mind.” I made a shallow but slow sigh. “You should probably apologize to him. Also, the word you were looking for is probably ‘exaggeration’. Though in your case, your version works, too.”
Even I felt a bit uncomfortable scolding an obvious adult like a child. And not me alone—apparently Keira’s servant had been giving me a sour glare for a while since I’d started putting some sense in her. But that suddenly stopped when his eyes met Fio’s. He turned his gaze away from me and tried to keep a neutral expression. Now that I thought about it, the maid my namesake had chosen also tried to avoid eye contact with my personal cat girl as if she was wary of her. I assumed that the pink maid hadn’t been kidding me when saying that Fio was one of the strongest, though I doubted that her personal power alone was the only factor. If looks could kill, she would be considered a top-tier assassin.
“Sorry if I offended you in any way, Jesse!” Keira stood up and bowed towards our XXXL-sized friend. I’d been expecting her to put more fight before that moment, making more excuses and even completely shrugging off my advice or getting bitter about it. But despite how infantile her humor was, it turned out that the redhead was a person who could acknowledge her mistakes without being forced into a corner.
“N-no, it’s okay,” Jesse Jr. replied, as a blue noodle fell down from his mouth. “I don’t really mind. . .also, thank you for just calling m-me my name.”
I’d almost forgotten that the guy was a simp to the bones. She could probably literally stomp on him and insult his mother, and then everything would be forgiven after a simple story. Anyway, the main reason why I’d invited them to my place was the sense of responsibility I’d been feeling ever since intervening in their first meeting. I had no actual plans to become particularly close to them.
“I’m glad that you have such a big heart, Jesse!” Keira patted him on the shoulder. “Speaking of names, isn’t there someone else who should apologize? A certain kettle that calls the pot black?”
Suddenly I became the center of attention. Was she speaking of me? I wondered as I raised my brows and tilted my head.
“Why are you looking at me?” I asked.
Keira smirked at me. “You should ask your conscience. . . Jesse Junior.”
“Oh, c’mon, girl. . .” I rolled my eyes. “Believe me, you don’t want to start this.”
“But it’s unfair that you got to call him Junior even though he’s older than you, don’t you think so?” the redhead asked, but didn’t wait for me to answer. “Everyone who agrees with me, raise your left hand!”
Before I knew it, five hands were up. Yes, five. I gave Fio an exasperated glare. What guts! I’ll remember your betrayal, Comrade Fio! Do you really think that being a hot cat girl maid gives you a free pass with me?! Well, it probably does, but everything has its limits!
In response to my silent indignation, Fio blinked a few times at me, then moved her eyes towards her raised hand, as if trying to tell me something. That was when I realized that she raised her right hand, not the left one. Of course, it didn’t change much and no one else even noticed, but it proved that she was still loyal to me! And even was deceiving our enemies by pretending to ally with them. Sorry that I doubted you, cat girl maid!
In any case, I needed to act before my opponents could take the initiative and corner me with their nonsense. I silently stood up, walked towards Jesse Jr. and placed my hand on his shoulder. It made me visibly tense, as his left hand was still up. . .
“Let me give you the opportunity of a lifetime, my friend!” I beamed at him while everyone else stared at us. “What if I told you that you can choose any name in the world? I mean it—any! You just choose, and everyone will call you that from now on. No one in this world truly knows you and can’t check. Or why do you think that boy called himself Merlin?”
“I’m Jesse. . .” He really didn’t know when to stop, did he?
“It’s alright, I understand.” I gave him a nod and patted him on the back. “Jesse. Among countless names, this one has a special place. Perhaps that name is the best name in existence. I can’t argue with that. But why would you just stop at it? Why not go a step further and become Super Jesse? Giga Jesse? Chad Jesse? What about Jessepocalypse? Jesserator? Jesselion? Jesseroyer?”
“Just Jesse is fine. . .”
“C’mon, we both know that this isn’t an option. Think about it, pal. Any name. Perhaps you already have something in mind?”
“Actually. . .” Jesse Jr. hesitated for a moment, as if he blurted that out unintentionally.
“Oh, so you do have another name you’d like to be called!” I gave him my friendliest smile, hoping that it wasn’t as fake as what the emperor had showed us.
“It’s not really a name, but rather how I called myself online. . .”
“That’s even better!” I said, secretly hoping that it wouldn’t be something like Pussyslayer007. Even I would be embarrassed to call someone that.
“C-can you all promise to not laugh?”
“Buddy, you know that line doesn’t work, right?” I raised a brow. “It never does. So why should you care anyway? Just act like making people laugh was a part of the plan, it never fails! C’mon, go with it. Reveal us your new name that will make your foes tremble!”
He swallowed hard and wiped the sauce—the one Keira had compared to jizz, by the way—from around his mouth. “Big J,” he said, lowering his voice. “That’s my online name.”
The room got silent for a moment. This time, there was not even munching, as its former source was currently too embarrassed to even raise his head. Actually, I thought that wasn’t a bad name, I’d expected something worse. But for the time being, I was contemplating how I should best react, so my plan worked and Jesse Jr. actually accepted his new identity as Big J.
“Oh!” Keira hit her thigh as if realizing something. “Big J. Wasn’t it the nickname of that game streamer with a sexy voice? Are you a fan of his?”
“It’s me. . .” Big J blushed, which was hard to notice thanks to all that acne that was covering his face.
“I think I didn’t hear you well enough, can you say it again?” Keira gave him a questioning look.
“I-I said t-that’s me,” my former (?) namesake mumbled. “I’m that streamer, Big J.”
“No way!” Keira exclaimed.
“No way!” I exclaimed.
I had never heard of any such famous streamer, and furthermore, Keira had said that he had a sexy voice. Yet, I’d mistaken our Big J for a girl when I’d heard him screaming, so either or both of those claims were likely to be false. Well, him trying to pretend to be some popular person wasn’t anything unexpected, and I decided to play along with him if that meant I’d restore my name exclusivity.
“Keira, by sexy, did you mean as an attractive woman or an attractive man?” I asked, because considering his voice, I was more inclined to believe that he had a better chance of imitating a cute girl than a Chad.
“A man, a man!” Keira seemed to be sure. “I actually watched one of his streams with my former bestie when we were bored. He had this deep, resonant, masculine voice that made me tingle!”
“Like this?” It took me a moment to realize the source of that voice. It was Big J and the way he asked it was everything Keira had just described. It was hard to believe that the person speaking was the same one who'd been mumbling all the time and had the pitch of a twelve-year-old boy. 
“What was that?” I asked him.
“That was my performance voice,” Big J replied to me, sounding like a damn terminator. Perhaps Jesserator would be a fitting name for him. “I usually talk like this when I’m streaming.”
“Wow, you really are Big J!” Keira clapped her hands. “I mean, you aren’t nearly as popular as Michi, what with barely one hundred thousand followers on your channel, but still! Can you speak this way all the time?”
 
“I can talk like that for a few hours, but then my throat will hurt the next day,” Big J admitted. “But I can tolerate that much for you, My Lady.”
Okay, that made me cringe a bit. But still, it was rather surprising that he wasn’t actually a complete loser, having followers in six digits wasn’t that bad for a streamer and I could bet that he earned a fine a decent amount from his hobby. Of course, he wasn’t nearly as good as me, but still not a total embarrassment like someone would assume from his appearance. Perhaps Big J had been just unlucky to be kidnapped when he was at his worst.
“That's decided then,” I declared, “from now on, you are Big J! If anyone has a problem with that, please raise your right hand!”
Only one hand went up. I rolled my eye at Fio who was holding a Nazi salute, straightening her entire left arm into the air. That girl was just screwing with me, so I decided to ignore her like a mature adult I was. In any case, with our interpersonal problems solved, at least for the time being, now was the time for some serious talks between fellow Heroes.
“So, what do you guys think about all this bullshit?” I asked them seriously. “Are you really all right with fighting for this empire that kidnapped us from our homes? Do you really want to swear that oath in a couple of days and do their bidding?”
Keira’s valet and Big J’s maid gave me unfriendly glares before meeting eyes with my bodyguard and trying to look somewhere else. More than anything, I was testing the servants with that talk. I’d already learned that the other earthlings thought about the situation. Interestingly enough, Fio didn’t seem to mind my words. I’d made the right choice by picking her.
“I’m surprised that you’d ask us such questions after tasting all this food!” Keira chuckled. “If it’s what they’re gonna feed us, I’ll sign any shitty contracts they offer me! I’ll sell my damn parents without a second thought. And also. Look at this!”
The redhead placed her palms parallel to each other, with around half a foot between them. With a deep frown she focused her attention as if she was trying to solve a hard equation. Then, like by magic—or rather, it was goddamn magic—a tiny ball of flame manifested in the air straight at the middle point between her hands. And it didn’t immediately disappear.
“I only have some intuitive understanding of that sorcery thing,” Keira said, her words slow and quiet as she was still trying hard to maintain the little flame. “But it’s damn awesome.”
Back on Earth, we have things that can do the same, you know? I thought. We call them lighters!
“What about you, Big J?” I asked without any expectation.
“I want to become a Hero,” he replied in his new, brutal voice. “I’m not particularly proud of my past life. . .and I want to change it. I want to do something that matters, I want to. . .help those people. And I’m grateful to the emperor for giving someone like me a second chance.”
His little speech would be more inspiring if his face wasn’t dirty with food pieces. I didn’t really care that much. Perhaps if any of them had shown that they weren’t just accepting that bullshit situation so easily, perhaps if any of them had even a hint of rebellion in them, then I’d risk getting closer to them and share my plans after making sure that no one—especially our servants—could hear our conversation.
I’d already accepted that I could rely only on myself. And, thankfully, just like other Heroes, I had an intuitive understanding of some of my abilities, though it would take me way more self-awareness and contemplation to figure everything out. What I knew was what I, of all people, had a very real chance to avoid being enrolled in that nonsense about fighting for those who’d stolen my old life from me.
It took another twenty minutes for us to finish our little meeting. It would’ve ended sooner if Big J hadn’t tried to literally try every dish on the table and Keira hadn’t been so eager to speak about random stuff and trying to convince me to show her my superpowers, as she called them. That was something for the latter.
“I can’t wait to see what kind of room they prepared for me!” Keira said when she was at the other side of the door that led to my suite. “If it’s even anything close to what they gave you, I’ll be a very happy woman!”
“All rooms for esteemed guests have a similar level of luxury,” her valet explained. “Thou shall not worry, My Lady.”
“He-he, you are such a good guy, Scrubbo!” Keira pressed herself to his arm, making the turtle man blush. For better or worse, she separated from him after five seconds or so.
“Goodbye, Keira.” I waved my hand half-heartedly. “Take care, Big J. You guys probably should ask your bodyguards to explain everything important you’d need to know.”
“Y-yeah,” Big J replied in his high-pitched voice. Apparently, he couldn’t keep up with his terminator persona right after a full meal.
My two fellow earthlings left, each to their respective suite, which were in the same over the top decorated hallway. We were on the second floor, by the way. This building had a strange design that was a mix between what you’d expect to see in a medieval castle and in a modern hotel. I closed the heavy, thick wooden door, and sighed. Dealing with those two was more mentally taxing than I’d expected. Keira and Big J were solid proof that you couldn’t judge a book by its cover and were rather interesting in their own way, but we were destined to walk different paths.
I was halfway towards the coach that was at the corner of the living area of my suite when someone knocked on the just closed door. Did one of them forget something?
“Please check who it is,” I told Fio. It felt good to have someone else doing minor chores for you. Especially if that someone was a goddamn cat girl maid that was hotter than a volcano. I half expected her to completely ignore me, but she silently obeyed.
“You have a guest, Sir Jesse.” Fio had a barely perceivable grin as she half-turned to me while opening the door. “A very esteemed guest.”
When my brain recognized who was standing in my doorway, I knew that dealing with Keira and Big J was just a warm-up. For some inexplicable reason, a real big shot had taken an interest in me.




Chapter 9

“I’m honored by your visit, Your Highness,” I said as I took a comfortable sitting position on the couch. “But I’m not sure I understand your interest in my well-being.”
“Oh,” Her Highness, Princess Christinia gave me a confused look, “I think it would be strange if I wasn’t curious about you, our pride and hope, Chosen Heroes!” She gave a coquettish smile. “Or did you assume that you’re the only one who’s been blessed with my presence?”
Yes, my unexpected visitor was Christinia. Up close, she was even more stunning than when I’d first seen her in the throne hall. Her emerald princess line dress decorated with countless precious gems of all rainbow colors made her look like someone straight from a fairy tale.
I cleared my throat before replying, “I wouldn’t dare to have such presumptuous thoughts, Your Highness.”
I was purposefully speaking to her respectfully—more than when I’d talked to her dad—to keep some social distance between us. It didn’t help me much, the girl was devouring me with her eyes and was sitting uncomfortably close to me. Her left ankle was touching my right thigh through her dress. That would’ve excited a teenage boy, but wasn’t enough to turn me, an adult, on. Nonetheless, when Christinia spoke, she leaned very close to me. I could smell her sweet scent and almost feel her breath. Heck, if she wasn’t flat as a board, it would’ve even worked.
“You can call me Chris, Jesse,” she whispered, her voice sultry. “Ahem,” Christinia gave Fio, who’d been silently observing us while standing a few feet away, an annoyed glance. “I thought our servants knew when to take their leave to not become a nuisance to their betters.”
“Guarding Sir Jesse is my duty, Your Highness” Fio curtly replied, locking eyes with the princess.
“I’m stronger than you, Goldy.” Christiana scowled. “Do you imply that you can protect him better, or that you need to protect him from me? Know your place.”
Well, if before I found the princess to be somehow odd and a bit predatory, now I’d started to hate her. I really disliked the way she treated my dear cat maid.
“With all due respect,”—Fio still had a neutral expression—” you can become a source of danger to Sir Jesse, Your Highness. That is, considering how you seem to be giving him special treatment. . . I hope you remember that intimacy between people on different Stages of the Way can be. . . dangerous.”
“You little—”
I interrupted Christinia by a brazen move of placing my hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Chris.” I gave her a perfect smile. “She’s just worried about me and meant no offense. Isn’t being magnanimous towards one’s subjects a part of what makes a great ruler?”
“Tee-hee, sorry for showing you something undignified, Jesse.” Christinia placed her hand on top of my own. “It’s just that I’m not sure that a mere servant has the right to be in your company all the time.” Her turquoise eyes were locking with mine, making me skip a beat. Seeing her youthful face so close was so absolutely breathtaking, that I almost lost my guard. Almost.
“I’d rather spend all my time with you, but we both understand that it’s not feasible,” I replied, feeling disgusted with myself. I’d decided to change my tactics and try to get along with the princess as much as possible, but acting the part was harder than I’d expected. On the one hand, I felt bad for playing with the heart of someone who looked so innocent, on the other hand, I felt bad for treating such a bitch with courtesy. Those were some very conflicting emotions.
The next fifteen minutes were filled with shameless flattery and not-so-subtle flirting. A part of me enjoyed doing that, and another part wanted to bang my head against the wall. A part of me wanted to get intimate with Christinia—something I rarely felt towards women who weren’t my type—and another part wanted to never see her again. All the while, Fio was keeping an eye on us and made her presence known every time the princess got too touchy.
“You can’t imagine how much I enjoy spending time with you, Jesse.” Christinia licked her lips as she placed her hand on my thigh. “But,” she added as she took her hand away and stood up from the couch, “as you said, I’m a princess, after all. I have a busy schedule, at least right now. Thankfully, I’ll have way more free time after the banquet tomorrow, and in a few weeks, we’ll start attending the Academy together. I really hope to make some unforgettable memories together.”
“You’re wrong about one thing, Chris.” I stood up as well, ready to accompany her to the exit. At last, she was leaving. “I can totally understand how you feel about spending time with me, as I’m pretty much sure we feel the same.” It was a blatant lie, unless she was pretending as well—and if she was, she deserved a frigging Oscar.
“I’m really glad to hear this, Jesse,” Christinia half-whispered as she passed through the doorway—of course, the door had been already opened by Fio, as that wasn’t something a princess should ever do for herself. “I feel so lucky to finally meet you.”
Finally? I raised a brow. She said something weird, but whatever. Maybe she considers me her prince on a white horse or something.
As a goodbye, Christinia leaned in for a kiss. Considering how she’d been acting around me, that was only to be expected. But she still managed to surprise me—I closed my eyes, already preparing my lips for a soft and moist touch, but instead felt it on my cheek.
“Tee-hee,” Christinia giggled before scuttling away down the hallway, her cheeks the color of sunset. She was moving damn fast, proving that she was her father’s girl.
I closed the door again, and locked it from the inside, preparing myself to turn away any other unexpected guests, even if it was the emperor himself. After dealing with Christinia for so long, I was excited both emotionally and physically—that couldn’t be helped, even as flat as she was, she was still a supremely attractive girl who had obvious hots for me. I was lucky that Fio had stayed with us, otherwise who knew what could’ve happened. Speaking of which. . .
My cat maid followed me towards the couch and sniffed the air like an animal would. “You smell like a beast in heat, Sir Jesse.”
“I realized as much, thank you very much.” I rolled my eyes at her as I leaned my back on the pillow and tried to calm down. At some point, I’d even got a boner while talking to the princess, and it still hadn’t passed. For Goddess’s sake, I wasn’t fifteen. This was abnormal.
“I can help you deal with your problem, Sir Jesse,” Fio said in a sensual voice, which sent a shudder down my spin. I looked at her incredulously. She no longer had that unreadable expression of hers—she bit her lip with her cyan eyes half closed. It was as if the princess had infected my maid with her horniness.
I gulped down my saliva, trying to calm down. Resisting Christinia was challenging enough, and she wasn’t even my type. As for Fio? I had never been attracted to anyone as much as I was to her. My cat maid used her right hand to play with her pure white waterfall of hair. The left hand she placed on her thigh, gently touching her stockings with her fingers, and then slightly pushing her skirt up, showing me more of her pale skin.
“Wait, wait, wait!” I waved my hands between us. “What are you doing, Fio?”
“Offering my. . . Master,” she purred, “my services. Didn’t you hear the emperor? I’ll do anything you ask. . .anything.”
I lightly slapped my cheeks with both of my hands, slightly surprising Fio. Then I took a slow, deep breath. And then another one. In. Out. In. Out. After ten such breaths, my heartbeat calmed down a bit and I recovered my ability to think clearly.
“I have a rule,” I said to Fio who was giving me an alluring smile, “a standard so to speak. The only reason I consider justifiable for sleeping with a woman is if she considers me attractive. If she wants me. Not my status. Not my money. Me. Do you get where I’m going?”
“I think you aren’t bad, as far as men go,” Fio whispered as she leaned in.
“Of course,” I confirmed. “I know that I’m attractive. And I know that for some women it’s enough if a man is handsome and has a decent body. But this isn’t your case, isn’t it? Would you still offer me yourself if I wasn’t a Hero? If it wasn’t a part of your duty? What about other Heroes? Would you do the same for them? I don’t want anyone to sleep with me because they consider it their duty.”
Suddenly, Fio returned to her usual emotionless self, as if the spectacle before had been an illusion. “Congratulations, you passed the test, Sir Jesse.”
“Huh?” I tilted my head in confusion.
“Did you really think that you’re the only one who can test others?” she continued, a note of playfulness in her calm voice. “I wanted to know what kind of man you are, as well. And let’s say I’m not disappointed.”
I recovered from my brief bewilderment, and gave her a knowing smile. “I see, so you saw through what I was doing at our first encounter and decided to pay me back?”
“Something like that,” she confirmed.
“But what would you have done if I accepted your offer?” I asked, really interested to know.
The corners of her mouth slightly raised. “I’d explain to you how bad of an idea that would be. Do you remember what I said to the princess? That her being flirty with you could lead to something dangerous. It should be obvious enough if you think about it. What would happen if you have sex with someone many times stronger than you?”
I took a few seconds to contemplate that question. I then remembered the fight between Redion and his female knight. What would happen if I had a passionate night with her? I then recalled my past experience with women. The scars one of my ex-girlfriends had regularly left on my back because she’d often lost control while orgasmic. And then I imagined what could happen if that ex of mine had the muscle power of a gorilla.
“How much of a difference in strength are we talking about?” I asked just in case, even if I’d already realized the problem.
“Enough to incidentally tear away your limbs,” Fio replied, dead serious.
“Okay, point taken.” I shrugged. “I guess I don’t need to worry about Heroes forcing themselves on their servants, then.”
“You got it backwards, Sir Jesse.” She shook her head. “I've spent enough time with those people to figure out that the main motivation for most of them is to get the honor of being the first member of a Hero’s harem. That’s equally true for men and women.” 
“And, let me guess, you’re different.” I grinned at her.
Fio nodded. “I’m serious about my duty.”
“Which is?”
“Helping the Heroes to save the world, of course.”
“Yeah,” I chuckled, “and this is why you were acting in a way that would make it less likely for any Hero to take an interest in you.”
After a few silent seconds, she confessed, “Becoming a personal servant wasn’t a part of my plan. I believe that I could help in other ways.”
I decided against prying deeper into her circumstances. I couldn’t be sure about her true intentions, but I knew that she was very different from the other bodyguard candidates. For one thing, she didn’t seem to be awed by us Heroes or even by the royal family, if her interaction with Christinia was anything to judge by. More than anything, she seemed like a neutral party with her own agenda, which was why I’d chosen her. I hoped to get from her some answers that other servants wouldn’t dare to disclose, and I also needed someone who wouldn’t be as emotionally devastated upon our unavoidable separation. All the more reasons to not get too intimate with her. I didn’t care about upsetting the princess, but unlike her, Fio seemed like a nice person to me. At least to an extent. Maybe.
“Now that all the nuisances are gone,” I said as Fio joined me on the couch, sitting a few feet away from me, “let’s start the most interesting part of the day.”
“And that would be. . .” she said, expecting me to continue.
“And that would be you,”—I pointed at her—”teaching me”—then at myself—”magic!”
Yeah, that was finally the time for me to figure out how to properly use my newly gained powers. And Fio was the one who would be helping me with that.




Chapter 10

I had never been good at meditation stuff, and not for the lack of trying. As someone interested in self-improvement, of course I’d heard a lot about the benefits practicing mindfulness and breathing control gave. But the problem with them was that they were damn boring, and I’d hated being bored ever since I was a child. Nonetheless, one thing I’d learned from my attempts at learning meditation was the box breathing technique.
With my eyes closed, I inhaled for four seconds, then held my breath for the same length. Then I exhaled air for the same number of seconds, and waited another four before starting the new cycle. That technique, that I’d learned from the internet, had the interesting effect of making me calm and focused at the same time, something very much necessary for me to be successful at what I was trying to achieve.
While keeping up with the box breathing, I focused my attention inwards. On my Heart. Not on my physical heart that was on the left side of my chest, no. On the immaterial Vis Heart that was slowly beating on the right, as if mirroring the real one. With each beat of the Vis Heart of the Arachnid Aspect, I felt my blood filled with a warm energy that then circulated throughout my entire body. If I lost my focus for even a moment, the sensation would disappear. That was my Vis—the mysterious source of energy that was supposed to give me supernatural powers. I was about to test that in practice.
My eyes still closed, I joined the tips of my fingers on each of my hands in a pyramid. I guided Vis to my fingertips and commanded it to take form. That action felt natural and intuitive, but at the same time extremely clumsy and untrained. It was as if I knew how to walk, but my legs were just too weak to do it properly.
I opened my eyes and slowly, carefully, parted my hands. I held my hands parallel to each other, about ten inches away, my fingers half-bent as if I were squeezing someone’s tits. At first glance, there was nothing unusual about that, but if one looked more carefully, they’d see that thin, barely noticeable threads of spider silk were connecting each finger of my hands, five in total. My right thumb to my left thumb, my left index to my right, and so on. When I parted my hands further away, the silk extended as well—it was literally growing from the middle of my fingertips.
“Congratulations, Sir Jesse,” Fio said as she made a few unenthusiastic claps. “You activated one of your Aspect Fortes for the first time.”
“Let’s see how useful it is,” I replied as I started to play around with the silk. To see how sharp and durable it was, I released it from my fingers, tied it around one of the small pillows—it probably weighed a couple of pounds—that were lying on the couch. The threads didn’t pierce through the fabric, but when I pulled the pillow up, they managed to endure its weight well enough. I touched one of the threads with my finger—it was thin and not sharp in the slightest. I took a hold on the threads with my left hand, raising it, so the pillow was hanging, and then started to push down on it with my right. It didn’t take much effort to tear the silk that way—it was sturdy to an extent, but not too much.
“Well, that was disappointing,” I commented. To make it even less impressive, the silk dissipated completely into a dim brown smoke just a few seconds after being torn.
“What else did you expect, Sir?” Fio shook her head. “You’ve just Awakened and have no experience whatsoever. You aren’t even qualified to be considered a Bronze Initiate. More than that, at the Bronze and Steel Stages, Fortes and Surges usually aren’t as effective as Techniques and Spells.”
“You know, your explanation would make more sense if I understand what you’re talking about.” I focused on making another thread of spider silk, this time trying to do it with my eyes open and while talking to my maid. I even almost succeeded. “I mean, I know what the word forte means in my language, but I’m clueless about everything related to your magic mumbo-jumbo, okay?”
Fio had already explained to me how exactly I could activate my abilities, which was something I could’ve figured out myself if given some time, but I still had no idea about anything else, not counting the bits of knowledge I’d gathered from listening to the emperor.
“Do you realize that you could just wait until you’re in the Academy and then learn all the relevant theory?”
“Aren’t the things I’m asking you are, like, preschool common knowledge everyone in your world already knows?”
“Fair enough.” My cat maid shrugged. She didn’t seem exactly enthusiastic about explaining things to me, but what could she do? I was the damn Chosen Hero, ha-ha-ha! Ha. I didn’t need her consent to force her into info-bumping me!
“Let’s see,” she started, “Fortes are the natural abilities of your Aspect, and Surges are the natural abilities of your Element. You already know them intuitively, you only need to figure out how to actually activate them and then proceed with your training to make them more effective. That’s it, really. As for Techniques and Spells, those are ways to manipulate your Vis and Mana that have to be taught—from other people, from scrolls, from completing Divine Quests and Trials, and so on. Some of them are based on your Aspects and Elements, but most common ones are neutral and can be learned by anyone whose Heart or Core meets the minimal requirements.”
“I see, and let me guess—the Academy is exactly the place where they’ll provide us Heroes with those Techniques and Spells?” After my third attempt, I managed to make a thread without my eyes closed and while listening to Fio.
“That’s right.” She nodded slightly. “So for the time being, you should just train your Fortes and Surges. Let’s leave the actual teaching to professionals. What about your second Vis Heart? Can you feel it? I’m not sure how things work for Heroes, especially with your Twin-Hearts, as I never even heard of such existing until today.”
I closed my eyes again, focusing on maintaining the box breathing technique. In. Hold. Out. Hold. In. . . Indeed, when I paid enough attention, I noticed that there was not one Vis Heart, but two. Interestingly, they didn’t exist separately. Rather, it was as if they were taking up the same physical space—when I focused on one, another faded to the background, and vice versa. As if they were two different layers in Photoshop, existing parallel to each other.
My Human Vis Heart was noticeably different from my Arachnid one. For one thing, it felt way more feeble, despite having the same size. Its beats were a magnitude weaker, the way it sent Vis to my veins lacked the intensity and speed of the Arachnid Heart. The Vis it produced was less potent and less dense as well.
“I can feel my second Vis Heart, but I can’t make both to beat at the same time,” I told Fio when I opened my eyes. “It’s as if they’re two sides of the same coin and only one can be seen at a time.”
“I see, that makes sense.” She stood up from the couch. “Would you like me to bring beverages to you, Sir? We actually have a tea that improves focus and makes training easier.”
“Really?” I gave her a curious glance. “You should’ve told me sooner. Also, are you even allowed to leave me alone?”
“You’re a Hero, Sir Jesse, not a child.” She was already on her way to the kitchen, so I didn’t see her face, but I imagined Fio rolling her eyes at me, despite that being out of character for her. “There should be no real danger inside the Royal Palace, definitely not now, so our orders regarding your protection aren’t that strict.”
While my cat girl maid aka supervisor was away, I wanted to check something out quickly. I focused on my Human Vis and pushed it towards my right arm. I have had four moles near my elbow ever since I could remember. I had nothing against them, honestly, but I didn’t mind if they were gone, either. I looked intensely at one of the moles as I guided Vis towards it and gave a mental command. Disappear.
I’d already known the result before even trying, but even so I could barely hold my excitement when the beauty mark, indeed, disappeared. Now I had only three moles, instead of one. I doubted that anyone would notice, anyway, but I had more superhumans around me than I was comfortable with. So the next step was giving another command. Reform.
When Fio returned holding a tray with a kettle and cups on it, I had already finished my little test and had put everything back to normal. No matter how attentive to the details she was, the cat maid had no way to notice that anything was amiss. After all, I had the same four beauty marks around my right elbow as before.
“This is bronze spirit tea,” Fio said as she poured maroon-colored liquid into a decorated porcelain cup. “Beware, it’s hot.”
“Not as much as you’re.” I winked to her, only to be met with an expressionless look. My maid was a tough nut to crack.
I took a sip from my cup. The liquid definitely sizzled my tongue, but not to an intolerable degree. It had a very peculiar taste—a mix of ginger and mint tea with non-carbonated Cola. The effect was almost instant—just a minute after drinking half a cup, my mind noticeably cleared up, making it easier to focus on my sensations while keeping my eyes open.
“I bet it costs a fortune,” I commented as I took another sip. “How many poor families could one cup of this save from hunger?”
Fio gave me a blank stare. “No offense, Sir Jesse, but what kind of world have you come from? We have no starvation problem here in Al’Delia. Even the poorest of the poor always have enough food to fill their stomach.”
“Huh.” I tilted my head after taking the last sip from my cup. “If that’s true, then your world is slightly different from what I expected from a feudal society.”
“Why would peasants—the very people who’re responsible for producing food— ever be hungry?” Fio asked me in a rhetorical tone. “That would make no sense. Let alone for anyone who’s richer than a peasant to not have enough to fill his stomach. As for beggars, orphans, and others, they can always get their share from the Church of Seven Virtues. In the worst case scenario, one Platinum Stage Awakened with a food-related Aspect or Element could provide for millions of people.”
“Wait, it’s possible to conjure permanent items?!” That was the most surprising part out of what she’d said.
“Yes, Sir Jesse,” Fio replied as a matter of course. “For example, you’ll be capable of making spider silk that’s not any different from the natural kind. Also, glass. If you really wanted, you’d be able to get filthy rich just by producing those, both of which are rather rare and could be considered luxury items. Of course, it shouldn’t matter that much to a Chosen Hero like you—you already have the full support of our empire, after all.”
That was where she was wrong, though. I was planning to get out of the control of the empire, which meant that I needed to learn how to survive and thrive on my own. Which, obviously, required money. In fact, I wasn’t still sure about my plans after I actually got my freedom—would I even try to grow stronger or stronger, or would I settle down, living a rich and carefree life somewhere safe? That was a worry for when I have actually had the choice. For now, it was nice to know that my abilities had the potential to sustain me.
With my batteries recharged, I continued my practice. Instead of checking my Mana Cores, I decided to first try another thing with my Arachnid Heart. Obviously, it didn’t have just the one ability to create threads. Its second Forte allowed me to produce poison, but I didn’t feel the need to test that just yet. As for the third. . .
“Can I punch something?” I asked after finally succeeding. It’d taken me about five minutes to cover the knuckles of my right hand in black chitinous plates. Both scorpions and spiders had exoskeletons, so of course I could cover myself in one. Except, my Vis Heart was still too weak, and so I was very far from being capable of protecting my entire body. Or my entire arm, for that matter.
“Go ahead, the door is right there.” Fio pointed her hand at the exit.
I cleared my throat a bit awkwardly. “I meant without leaving my suite. . . Don’t I have something like a training room here?”
“Why would there be such a room in the guest quarters of a palace?” She looked at me as if I was spouting nonsense. “And I didn’t tell you to leave, Sir Jesse. If you want to punch something, that door is a perfect target. Don’t worry, it’s sturdy enough to endure a full-power attack from me. You won’t even leave a scratch.”
“I hope you’ll take responsibility for the damaged property if anything happens.” I stood up from the couch and made my way to my target.
Get ready, door, I’ll show you the power of my unbreakable fist! .
Since my parents had always wanted me to become a doctor, I’d spend a fair amount of time learning biology when I was a teen. While I’d ended up choosing a different Major, I still kept a fair amount of curiosity towards the science of life. In practice, it meant that I’d watched a bunch of videos online about all sorts of biology-related topics. One of them was biomechanics.
My body was polished by hundreds of hours I’d spent in a gym, but I had no training in martial arts. Yet, thanks to the internet, I knew how to strike with a fist properly—how to throw a punch that was perfect from the biomechanics perspective. Of course, I knew it theoretically. And, also, going all out at the heavy wooden door that my cat maid claimed to be extremely sturdy would be a stupid move. I just wanted to check how well the carapace protected my knuckles.
For an untrained human, the most effective strike to use would be the cross. The hook and uppercut required way more practice and also would be unlikely to properly hit a flat object. For starters, though, I made a couple of half-hearted jabs to test the waters. My fist hit the mahogany wood with a quiet thud and I barely felt the impact. So the carapace provided at least some protection. Next, I threw a proper cross using about two thirds of my full strength. This time the sound of the hit was louder, and I did feel the impact, which almost completely returned to my shoulder. My knuckles didn’t hurt, but the rest of my hand got sore. If I’d gone all out at it, there was a real chance that I’d break someone. A couple of cracks appeared on my carapace, and it started to break apart, while, just as Fio had predicted, there was not a single new mark on the door.
“Happy?” my maid asked as she walked up to me. “Let me show you something.”
I made a way for her as Fio approached the door. When I blinked my eyes, without any warning, a loud bang pierced my ears as if someone just shot a bazooka near me. I jumped back from surprise before noticing that my cat maid was in a sexy position with her leg on the door. It took me longer than I wanted to acknowledge to realize what had happened. She had kicked the door. The cat maid had just kicked the damn door literally in the blink of an eye, and the impact was powerful enough to make a deafening bang.
“You see?” Fio said as she removed her leg from the door. I caught a glimpse of her undies, but she thankfully didn't ask about that. “That’s Top-Grade Rift Mahogany for you. Only someone at Mythril or above can hope to deal any serious damage to it. Good stuff.”
“Yeah,” I replied awkwardly, “let’s check what kind of magic I have, then. . .”
After that display of power just now, I felt that my newly gained abilities were nothing to boast about.




Chapter 11

“That’s it?” I blurted out as I looked at the small piece of glass that floated between my hands.
“Not bad for someone who just Awakened a few hours ago,” commented Fio.
As it turned out, my Surges weren’t any more impressive than my Fortes. I focused my attention on the immaterial sphere that was located at my solar plexus. Unlike Vis Heart, the sensation was less of a tactile feeling and more of an image in my head. When I closed my eyes, I could see my Mana Core with my inner sight. The only comparison I could come with was a glass ball half-filled with some kind of bronze-colored gas. The sphere was spinning around its axis like a planet, attracting more gas, which I could then use to activate magical phenomena around me. In this case, creating a piece of glass between my hands. It was semi-translucent, but not to the point of being invisible, its form irregular. If anything, it reminded me of a segment of a broken window.
“You shouldn’t get discouraged, Sir Jesse,” Fio added when she noticed my disappointment. “As I already said, you aren’t even considered an Initiate Bronze, yet. We call those like you, Fledglings—people whose body and mind haven’t adapted to their current Vis Heart and Mana Core yet. For normal Champions, the adaptation takes around a month. As a Hero, you should complete it in two weeks or so.”
“Yeah, and after that I’ll be trained by the teachers at the Academy, I know.” Except, that wasn’t something I was actually planning on doing.
Next I checked my other Mana Core. It existed in the same space but in a different “plane” if that even makes any sense. I could focus only on one of my Cores—Glass or Air. The former had Mana that I felt to be a notch weaker, it also wasn’t as fast to spin. Now that I thought about it, my Glass Core gave me a more powerful feeling than both of my Vis Hearts as well. I assumed that to be related with what I’d read in the status.
I tried to send wind to the self-made piece of glass I’d placed on the table at the side of the couch. I actually succeeded in moving it a few inches, but that was it. The wind I created wasn’t strong enough to even flip up someone’s skirt. I knew that because I just tried to do it with Fio’s who’d been standing nearby. She didn’t even frown, observing me impassively.
Under my maid’s bored tutelage, I continued to train my abilities for the next hour or so. That actually was rather fun, and I would have liked to fool around with magic all day long if I could. Unfortunately, both my Core and Arachnid Heart were completely spent at that point, despite me alternating them to give each some time to recover. I didn’t dare to experiment with my Human Heart—I’d been keeping it a secret for a reason. The only thing I was worried about was Fio becoming suspicious if she noticed that my Arachnid Heart was tiring out too fast—after all, I was supposed to have two of those. But at some point I’d made it a point that I liked to use Surges more than Fortes. Wasn’t it normal that a wise person would be more interested in being a mage than a melee fighter?
“Honestly, seeing you training for so long despite being not but a Fledging has opened my eyes,” Fio said, though I couldn’t see even a hint of surprise on her face. “Usually, Champions at this stage can manage only twenty minutes of such training. Interchanging different Cores and Hearts gives you time to recover each, more than tripling your success.”
“Praise me more, my dear maid!” I said as I stood up from the couch and stretched my body. Most of my training was rather passive. “Also, don’t you think it’s time for you to tell me what is this thing with Fledglings, Initiates, Masters, and whatever?”
“I thought the emperor had already informed you about such basic matters.”
Fio walked next to me as I circled the rather vast guest room of my suite.
“He didn’t.” I shrugged. “He talked about Champions, Knights, and Mages, also mentioned Stages and corresponding metals.”
“To make an analogy that even an Unawakened can understand,” she said, “your Stage, which is represented by metals, is how strong your body is, and its potential, while your Rank is how trained you are. So your Stage is the difference between an adult and a child, between a dog and a bear. Your Rank is how close you are to realizing your full potential.”
“I see, that’s easy to understand.” I nodded. At that point, I’d already made a full circle around the room and sat down on one of the luxurious chairs that were a bit away from the couch and the table. “Is there anything else I need to know regarding this topic?”
Fio thought for a few seconds before adding. “Well, in general Ranks are Initiate, Disciple, Adept and Master, from the lowest to the highest. Fledgling isn’t really a Rank, as it’s just about you adapting to your new body, like a baby learning how to walk.”
“If I’m a baby, then what does that make you?” I smiled. “My mom?”
“I don’t know how to comment on that, Sir Jesse.” Fio kept her poker face, her cyan eyes calm as the surface of a lake.
“Okay, then let’s do something new for a change,” I said as I leaned back in my chair. “How about you tell me more about your world and your country? Things like geography, customs, people, recent events, and so on. You probably realized it already, but I’m completely ignorant about everything.”
“Are you sure you want me to tell you about Aethelrend and Ar’Delia?” Fio asked as she took a place on the chair nearby. I moved my own chair so that we faced each other. “I’m not very good at explaining things, if you didn’t notice it yet.”
“Yeah, I’m sure!” I nodded vigorously. “As sure as I am that you’re the most charming woman I ever met.” I was completely honest.
“Which means. . .” She raised the corners of her lips so slightly, I almost missed it. “. . .not very sure.”
“You should have more self-confidence, dear.” I winked.
“You have rather peculiar tastes, Sir Jesse.”
“Nah, if I’m the first one to notice your beauty, then people in this world are completely blind.”
“I guess it’s true that Heroes’s tastes are different from what’s currently popular in Ar’Delia,” she commented with a nod to herself. “That was a bet His Majesty won when choosing the servant candidates. . .”
“I’m not sure what you mean, but okay.” I didn’t want to pry deeper into the strangeness of this world’s men. The less competition I had for the girls I considered attractive, the better.
Fio hadn’t lied to me—her explanations were all over the place indeed. Perhaps because I didn’t specify what exactly I wanted to know, she was very prone to suddenly change topics. One moment my dear maid was talking about the seven kingdoms that were a part of Ar’Delia, and the next she started to complain how insufferable the son of the empire’s most influential Archduke had been at the last banquet.
Despite being very pleasant to the ear, her voice was too monotonous and dull to be entertaining. At some points, I forgot to listen to Fio and just allowed myself to get lost into her mesmerizing eyes—her irises as cyan as water in a lagoon, her dark pupils vertical like those of a cat. She didn’t comment on my behavior, despite it being plain obvious that I wasn’t paying attention. She didn’t even stop talking when that happened. Not like I’d been expecting anything less from a maid after my heart. Too bad we were to part not long after this.
I ended up learning a lot about Aethelrend, even though a significant chunk of the information consisted of inconsequential knowledge and rumors. For one thing, I learned that there were five interconnected continents in the world, and humans occupied only one of them—other sapient species dominated the rest, with the central continent being a home to demons. A more shocking revelation was that while Aethelrend was a planet, there was no “universe” as I knew it. No stars or anything like that—just Sol and Luna, alone in the dark void. The former being their Sun, the later their Moon. That meant this particular planetary system was somehow isolated from the rest of the cosmos, one way or another. Or that it was artificial—which wasn’t very hard to believe, all things considered. Even someone as ignorant about astronomy as me could see how improbable or even impossible it was for a system consisting of mere three cosmic bodies to exist.
“Do you want to take a pause, Sir Jesse?” Fio asked after lecturing me for a few hours. “You seem tired. There are a lot of more entertaining pastimes available to you than training your powers and listening to my boring explanations.”
“Yeah, there’s just one last question I want to ask,” I gave her a tired look. She wasn’t wrong—I really needed some mental rest.
“Please ask me anything, and I’ll try to answer to the best of my ability,” Fio replied diligently.
What are your three sizes? I swallowed down that silly question. There was a serious matter I wanted to discuss, actually.
“What would happen to a bodyguard if they fail to protect a Hero?” I really needed the answer to clear my conscience. I didn’t ask what would be if a Hero escaped, as that would be too suspicious. But the punishment would be less severe than if they were killed, right? So I needed to know the worst that could happen to Fio when she, inevitably, failed her mission of being my guardian.
The maid frowned for a moment, her fluffy tail, which had been slowly swinging from one side to another like a pendulum, paused. She leaned towards me and with a very serious look before declaring, “As long as I’m alive, I won’t allow anyone to harm you, Sir Jesse.”
Hearing her words, I had goosebumps and my heart skipped a beat. Was she really trying to make me fall for her? She was progressing way too fast, wasn’t she?
“N-no, I didn’t mean you in particular,” I replied. When had been the last time I stuttered words? I couldn’t even remember. “What if one of the other servants fails in their duty? What would Redion do? They won’t be executed, will they?”
Fio slowly shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Despite him calling us bodyguards, our role is more that of nannies and personal servants. We’re expected to protect you from those of lower status that dare to approach you, or random bandits or animals. We’re expected to provide for your needs, including warming your bed when you’re strong enough for that to be safe. We’re expected to grow in power alongside you, becoming your closest allies, and a part of your future harem. What we aren’t expected to do is protect you from any actual assassins that our enemies might send.”
“That actually makes a whole lot of sense. . .” I commented.
“I’m a Gold Master,” she continued, pointing to herself with her hand, “which puts me above most Awakened. And I’m very young for someone at that Stage, proving my talent and potential. But even a Platinum Adept Champion would be enough to have me at their mercy. And if our enemies learn of your existence, they would send someone at the Mythril Stage at the very least. So, if a Hero dies, that would mean that our empire as a whole failed. If their bodyguard survives, they would be treated with compassion. The worst that could happen is that they would be sent to the eastern frontline. Except, a servant in such a position would likely volunteer on their own to avenge their liege.”
That was honestly very relieving to know. Now I could execute my plan without worrying that such a nice person would suffer as a consequence. I barely knew Fio, but I couldn’t live with myself if my future actions lead to her suffering or even death.
“Speaking of a change in pastime, do you have any books to read?” I asked, trying to change the topic before she got too suspicious as to why I’d asked about a servant failing their duty in the first place. “Encyclopedias would be perfect.”
“There is a library in the palace, but there’s no point in you going there,” Fio said. “At your current Stage, the Gift of Tongues doesn’t allow you to read texts in foreign languages. Though it should surely help you learn their writing structure faster.”
That was bad news, indeed. I didn’t want to escape the palace while being completely ignorant of the ways of the world and its geography, and now it turned out that I couldn’t even read. That could pose a problem once I was on my own.
“It doesn’t matter if I just want to check maps, though,” I replied after contemplation. “A map of the world and of Al’Delia would be enough for now.”
“As you wish, Sir Jesse.” The maid nodded. “Do you want me to lead you to the library, or would you prefer if servants brought the maps here?”
I gave her a sincere smile. “I want to personally see what kind of library the royal family keeps at their home. And while we’re at it, how about you show me around the palace? There’s no hurry. You were right, there are more interesting ways to spend the little time I have here than to be locked in my room. Let’s get going.”
The first part of my escape plan was preparation. And without realizing it herself, Fio was already helping me.
***
The rest of the day I spent exploring the palace layout, checking maps, listening to what Fio had to say about her world, and training my magical abilities. I didn’t even have another meal, completely satisfied with that rather late lunch—or maybe even a dinner—I’d shared with Keira and Big J—I was kind of a fan of intermittent fasting, you know?
When it was getting rather late—according to my maid—I decided to call it a day. I was damn tired, and I needed a very good night’s sleep to be at my peak condition tomorrow. Most likely, that would be my only chance to escape. Fio had mentioned that the banquet would be in the latter half of the day, so I wouldn’t need to get up too early. But I was an early bird of sorts, so getting most of my sleep in the first half of the night was imperative. Also, apparently days here lasted twenty-four hours, and they used the same time measurements as we did back on Earth—except they had a different calendar. There were thirteen months, each consisting of twenty-eight days, plus there was a so-called week of a new beginning at the end of each month. Right now was Spring-Sol, which was roughly equal to May, and today was the last day of the first week, i.e. Sunday, or in their case Solday. At least that proved that our yearly orbits were completely different—it had been August back on Earth when they kidnapped us.
“Good night, Sir Jesse,” Fio said as she retreated into her bedroom. My suite had three bedrooms, apparently, each with a bed big enough to fit four people. “Please call me if you need anything.”
“Okay, mom!” I replied with a grin. She still didn’t warm up to me that much, despite us spending the entire day together, but that was for the best.
For the same reason why sex was off-limits, we couldn’t sleep in the same bed. Fio also acknowledged she was quite a restless sleeper, to boot. There was a very real chance that her tossing and turning would end up with me in an ambulance or worse. Wait a minute, they didn’t even have ambulances here! At least there was healing magic. . .
I took off all my clothes, except underpants, and sprawled out on the luxurious bed. The mattress was so damn soft I was drowning into it, and the blanket was so fluffy and pleasant to the touch that I started to have second thoughts about leaving the emperor’s control. I reminded myself that blindly believing and obeying someone who kidnapped you was not my style. And that I had more than one reason to be worried. For one thing, I most likely wasn’t a normal Hero like the others. I was Irregular, according to my Status. And not only did I have a rather unusual sounding Human Aspect—at least I assumed as much, as everyone else received something related to a normal animal and Rare was supposed to be the highest you can get—one of my Gifts was disturbing, to say the least. Speaking of which.  . . Now that Fio had left me alone, I could check all my Gifts without any worries.
Status Screen
Name: Jesse Roy
Age: 23
Designation: Chosen Hero (Irregular)
Aether Saturation: 1%
Vis Heart A: Bronze, Human (Unique), Level 0
Vis Heart B: Bronze, Arachnid (Uncommon), Level 0
Mana Core A: Bronze, Glass (Rare), Level 0
Mana Core B: Bronze, Air (Common), Level 0
Divine Gifts: Gift of Tongues, Gift of Knowledge, Gift of Original Sin
The Levels of my Hearts and Cores were unchanged, but my Saturation has decreased. That was something to keep in mind in the future, but more importantly, I needed to check the last part of my Status in more detail.
Gift of Tongues—The limits of one’s language, mean the limit of one’s world. And you’re Gifted to strive to be limitless.
Basic Effect: Gives you universal spoken language comprehension, allowing you to understand others and others to understand you. Works by translation.
Bronze Effect: Slightly accelerated language acquisition.
That was something I’d already known, but it was curious that beyond the spoken language comprehension there were two effects—Basic and Bronze. It meant that there would be further effects as I advanced my Stages.
Gift of Knowledge—Know yourself, know your enemy, and you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.
Basic Effect: Hides your Status from prying eyes.
Bronze Effect: Gives you the [Status] command, which allows you to view basic information about yourself.
This description all but proved that in the future I’d have the ability to learn information about other people as well. That was good news, but also meant that such a thing wouldn’t work on people with the same Gift, including Heroes, if the basic effect worked as I assumed. And that Basic Effect was also reassuring, as I had some secrets of my own.
Gift of Original Sin—Just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all people, because all had sinned.
Basic Effect: ???
Bronze Effect: ???
Death and sin, such inspiring words! I thought with a wry smile. And what the Hell is with the question marks? Well, at least the effect of the Gift of Knowledge indirectly proves that my secrets are mine to keep for the time being.
I would be all too glad to embrace the warm and softness of my bed and fall into a deep sleep, but there was still one more task before that. I needed to train my Human Heart, as it would play the deciding role in my plan. For better or worse, it was pathetically weak while its Forte was rather Vis-consuming, so it took me only fifteen minutes to exhaust the Heart completely. At that point, resisting the royally-comfortable bed was virtually impossible.
After experiencing such a long, exhausting day, I fell into a deep, deep sleep.




Chapter 12 

“Welcome, Hero Jesse!” Redion himself greeted me at the royal hall entrance. “You’re the last of the guests to arrive. I already started to worry that you will be late, ha-ha!” 
“Dad!” Christinia pouted at her father’s side. “I’m sure that Sir Jesse had his reasons, right? It’s probably his servant who slowed him down!”
“Speaking of which,” Redion gave Fio a curious look, “I see that you have a good eye and are very practical. Miss Arrodio is the most talented out of all servant candidates, despite her. . . peculiar looks. She’s both second youngest and second strongest of them, I’m sure that she’s going to be a great asset to you!” 
I didn’t like the way they talked about my favorite maid, but I needed to keep my mask of friendliness for the time being. After all, there would be a big show soon enough. 
“Sorry, Your Majesty,” I replied as I scratched the back of my head with a helpless smile, “I completely lost track of time while practicing my magic and ignored Fio’s reminders.” 
Redion nodded. “Understandable. Anyway, all guests are already in place. Feel free to socialize with your fellow Heroes and my trusted nobles!”
“Now that we don’t need to greet any newcomers, I’m free!” Christinia declared as she clung to my left arm. I expected some softness, but she was too flat for that, for better or worse. I glanced at Fio, but she didn’t seem to mind. Not that she’d show it on her face even if she didn’t like something. “Let me show you around, Jesse! I can introduce all the guests.” 
I felt fairly nervous about the entire thing, and now I had one more thing to worry about with a princess as my escort. I was destined to become the center of attention, but that actually played into my hand. 
I was wearing the same prince-like costume as yesterday. I thought those were standard clothes provided to Heroes, but now when I caught sight of them, that didn’t exactly seem to be the case. Obviously enough, none of the Heroes wore their old clothes at the banquet. 
The male Heroes were wearing clothes similar to my own, tunic and leggings, though with different colors, but theirs lacked all the precious stones and laces. The female Heroes each wore a different type of elegant dress, each carefully chosen to suit their personal style. For example, Keira was wearing a bright, orange one-shoulder dress with a short skirt while Anna—the former office girl—had an emerald ball gown. In the end, I was still the most ridiculously looking Hero, but. . . There was actually a guy who was wearing almost the same outfit as me. Which was too perfect to be true, honestly. . . I decided to leave his existence for later. 
The throne room looked very different from when I’d been here the last time. For one thing, it now had a bunch of tables filled with food that was in no way inferior to what I’d feasted on yesterday. The most eye-catching was a round table in front of the throne itself—It was around twenty feet in diameter, and almost empty. 
There were way less people at the banquet than I’d expected. All thirty-six servants were present—some accompanying the Heroes as their companions, and the rest serving the food. I counted only twenty-two new faces, which were the actual guests of the emperor. Most of them seemed to be in their thirties or forties, though a couple were close to my age. 
“Hey, Eyla!” the princess, who was still hugging my arm, waved to a young girl accompanied by a short but strict-looking middle-aged man. “That’s my best friend, and her dad. He’s one of the four Archdukes of the empire.”
According to Fio’s explanation, the empire had rather standard nobility rankings. Archdukes at the top, then in descending order were Dukes, Marquesses, Counts, Viscounts and Barons. The difference was, they needed to be Awakened at a certain Stage to qualify as a noble of their stature. Archdukes were all Orichalcum Paragons, meaning that the unassuming gentleman before me was a superhuman that could do some mind-blowing shit. Both literally and not. 
“Didn’t you already greet me today, Chris?” the girl replied. Eyla seemed to be in her late teens, but even back on Earth, looks were too deceptive to rely on them to gauge someone’s age. She was wearing a tight white dress that ended at her knees and accentuated her curves, which were rather lacking in my humble opinion. Her eyes were the color of sunset, as crimson as her hair secured in a ponytail. 
“Then is then, and now is now!” Christinia smiled as she squeezed my arm tighter. It was a bit painful, which reminded me that if the princess forgot to restrict her power, she could end up tearing away my limb. Scary. 
“Is this not a Brave Hero and Her Highness?” said the middle-aged man, giving us a friendly smile. He was rather handsome, the color of his short hair and deep eyes matched those of his daughter. “My name is Floerden Fiberre and this bratty girl is my daughter, Eylaenne.” 
“Jesse Roy, nice to meet you!” I returned his smile as I extended my right hand for a handshake. The man hesitated for a moment as if the gesture was unusual—which it probably was—before awkwardly shaking my hand, barely squeezing it. Nothing surprising, considering that the guy needed to use as little strength as possible, unless he wanted to accidentally leave a Chosen Hero with a broken hand and face the emperor’s wrath. 
After some small talk with the two, Christinia and I—accompanied by Fio, of course, who had been following us like my shadow—proceeded to meet with the other nobles. Most of them were Dukes and their favorite children—apparently they were allowed to take only one of them to the banquet—though actually five Marquesses were lucky enough to get invited as well, without any entourage of course. I also noticed that Sir Noiren in her heavy armor and Dyrrex with his entourage of mages weren’t present. Too bad, I’d have totally liked to talk with the full-metal maiden. Oh yeah, I also couldn’t see the emperor’s wife. 
“Anyway,” said Christinia after we parted ways with our twentieth guest, “I think those were all the people that needed introductions! Now, let me recommend you the best delicacies. . .”
“Wait a moment, Chris,” I said when she started to drag me towards the closest table. “I think there are two more people I haven’t met yet, actually.”
One of them was the guy who was cosplaying me—or was I cosplaying him, instead? At the moment he was talking to Lisa, aka Michi, the singer who was into girls. And the other was a giant of a man that was currently discussing something with His Majesty himself. 
“Ah, those guys are bad news, it’s better to just pretend that they aren’t here.” Christinia shrugged. “Nothing good will come from wasting time on them.”
“Those respected gentlemen are the most influential Archduke out of four and his son,” Fio commented, suddenly. She’d been keeping her silence until now. Also, I actually remember her stories about those “respected gentlemen”, and I already disliked them from those alone. 
“Has someone given you permission to talk, stray cat?” Christinia glared at my maid. 
“Actually, I did.” I gave the princess a disarming smile. “I told my maid to share her opinion whenever she finds fit. Could it be that Your Highness has the desire to change my arrangement?”
“Tee-hee, I’m just teasing her, dear.” Christinia leaned her head on my shoulder. She was barely tall enough to be able to do that. I wanted to push her away and hug my cute maid, instead, but of course I held myself back. Also, the princess wasn’t that bad, more and more it seemed that she was just jealous of Fio. Then again, I was still feeling a vague discomfort whenever I was with Her Flatness, her unnatural interest in me was too suspicious, despite me being totally the most handsome of the Heroes—which I can claim with complete objectivity. 
To give her some credit, Christinia really had a great taste in dishes. Every delicacy she introduced extended my horizons, and led my taste buds to orgasm. When I asked her if I could meet the chefs, she reluctantly acknowledged that every piece of food present had been made by the bodyguard candidates who hadn’t been fortunate enough to be chosen. When I gave Fio a questioning glance, she added that she was in no way inferior to any of them when it came to cooking. How could a girl be so damn perfect? Of course, the princess had nothing to say as a royal who I doubted had ever been in the kitchen. 
“Say aah!” Christinia purred as she raised a piece of pink jelly with her spoon-fork. It wasn’t the first time she was feeding me, which I obediently accepted. I opened my mouth, and then a dance of sweet and sour commenced on my tongue. The remnants of a powerful slime monster ended up as nothing but a desert for me and others lucky enough to be invited to the emperor’s feast. At least that was the story the princess came up with, I had no idea if it was true. 
Having a princess of an empire feeding me like she was my girlfriend honestly felt very good. I noticed more than one envious glance to my side—even from some middle-aged men. If she was my type, I’d even start considering giving up on my plan and allying myself with the emperor and Co. I’d even be ready to forgive them for kidnapping me and trying to use me for their goals. If she was my type, that is. If Fio was the princess, instead, I’d even go as far as working for the sake of her country, maybe marrying her and having our children as inheritors. But all of those were just “what ifs” that weren’t destined to come true. 
Actually, my decision to escape wasn’t yet set in stone. If I succeeded in reaching a compromise with Redion at this banquet, or if any of the Heroes shared my opinion, there was still a chance that everything would end up peacefully and without anyone being bitter. There was still a chance that I would get to stay to have fun with Fio and Christinia, that I’d get to know other Heroes better. But my hopes were slim—after all, I was dealing with people who weren’t taught the concept of consent. 
“I see you know how to have fun, handsome!” a familiar voice sounded from behind. I swallowed the blessed food and stood up from my chair to welcome the group that approached us. 
“Hey, Big J!” I greeted my buddy first before giving a glance to the voice’s owner. “You look stunning, Keira. I’d assume you to be an elegant lady if I didn’t know better.” 
“What do you mean, ‘assume’?” The redhead pouted. “I’m the ladiest lady in the room!” 
I rolled my eyes before welcoming the two other people—the wolf girl and the turtle guy—with a curt nod. They were following their respective Heroes quietly, trying to not stand out too much. 
“H-hello,” said Big J in his high-pitched mode. The guy still had a face full of acne, but at least his neck-beard was gone, and his hair was clean. I even had a feeling that he lost some weight, but of course it was probably an illusion created by his new clothes. Or was it? Who knew how our Awakening affected our bodies, burning some fat wouldn’t be too far out of the question. 
“Greetings, Heroes!” Christinia stood as well, not a hint of disappointment at the interruption on her face. “Are you enjoying the party?”
“Yeah, totally!” Keira declared with a wide smile. “So many sugar daddy candidates! Though Redion is still the biggest fish, I think.” 
The princess raised her brow. “What’s a sugar daddy?”
I cleared my mouth and gave the redhead a glare, at which she showed me a tongue. She was hopeless. Despite how incredibly hot she was—that with her plunging neckline being pure perfection—her personality made it hard for me to feel real attraction. I decided to leave this piece of work to my namesake buddy—they would be a match made in heaven, personality-wise, what with him being so tolerant to her nonsense. And there was a real chance that the Awakening would improve his looks for the better, making their pairing look less like Beauty and the Beast. 
“Oh yeah, Jes, there’s something I want to show you,” Keira said as if remembering the actual purpose of her visit. 
“Who the heck is Jes?” I asked in exasperation. 
“Don’t mind minor details, handsome.” She grinned. “Anyway, show them, Scrubbo!”
When he realized that she was talking to him, the guy almost jumped. “R-right now?!”
“What better time and place than a party to show your talents?” Keira nudged him with her elbow. “C’mon, don’t be shy!” 
Her valet looked extremely embarrassed as he gave the princess a quick glance. “D-do you want me to do that before Her Highness? My Lady, can you reconsider? ”
“Who cares, she won’t get the reference, anyway!” Keira shrugged. “Or do you want to waste all those hours I spent training you yesterday?” 
Now I was intrigued. What kind of thing required Keira to train a superhuman turtle-man for hours? But knowing her, I didn’t set my expectations too high. And was one hundred percent right to do so. 
“I understand, My Lady. . .” Scrubbo—if that was even his name and not a moniker Keiar gave him for some silly reason—gave a resigned nod. I felt sorry for the guy, he probably was the least lucky of the male servants when it came to his master. 
Scrubbo took a sumo pose with his legs set wide and his hands on his thighs. With a serious face, he started to channel his Vis Heart—at least if my newfound supernatural senses were to be believed—activating his Forte. His tightly fit coffee-colored tuxedo didn’t cover the turtle shell on his back, but the front was a different matter. His muscles started to grow bigger and his skin changed its color to a greener tone as the shell covered both his back and front. The tuxedo got absorbed into his body, as the turtle-man showed us his “true form”, which made me feel a hint of nostalgia as some childhood memories resurfaced and a certain song played in my head. Except. . .
“Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles!”
. . .except, someone was actually singing that damn song right before me in the middle of a medieval banquet. 
“Heroes in a half-shell, turtle power!” Scrabbo exclaimed as he started to dance, surprising more than one guest and attracting an unhealthy amount of attention. “They’re the world’s most fearsome team!” 
Keira added, “We’re really hip!”
Scrubbo continued, “They’re heroes in a half-shell, and they’re green!” 
“Hey—get a grip!” Keira added, apparently deciding that she was the bonus singer. 
More and more people joined us in watching the duo—most were Heroes and servants, though some nobles showed an interest as well. Keira and Scrubbo showed a surprising amount of choreography in their little dance, and their singing wasn’t half-bad, either. 
So, while I had been training and learning about our new world, that girl was practicing this? I thought, not knowing if I should laugh or feel Spanish shame. Probably both. She is really something else. I will miss her. Just a bit. 
“Turtle power!” the mistress and servant shouted as the former ended up sitting on the latter’s thick green neck. Thus, their little performance was over. When Keira climbed down from her position and Scrubbo recovered his more human form—to my surprise, his tuxedo easily resurfaced again—the audience cheered the couple with a moderate applause. With a wry smile, I clapped as well. 
“What kind of lame shit was that?” A sudden voice ruined the festive and playful mood. “That dance and song were ridiculously stupid. And who the fuck allowed a mere servant to act so brazen in presence of his betters?”
Everyone looked at the party pooper—the guy who was plagiarizing my style. Seemingly in his mid-twenties, he was tall and lean, a grassy field of toxic green hair on top of his head made him one of the most ridiculous looking people among those present. 
“Listen here, you little shit!” Keira made a few steps towards the bastard who dared to disrespect her masterpiece, when Scrubbo moved ahead of her  and stood between her and grass-hair like an unmovable wall. The redhead stopped in her tracks with a confused face.  
“What?” The party pooper raised his chin arrogantly. “Do you have something to say, slave?” 
Scrubbo silently gritted his teeth, his fists clenched. At that point, Keira had recovered and was ready to add her five cents, but someone else got in ahead of her. 
“Why are you even here, dog?” Christinia stepped in front of grass-hair with a grace that surprised me. “Didn’t I tell you already that I don’t want to see your face ever again?”
“It pains me to see you falling as low as goofing around with commoners, Chris!” he said with emotion. “Can’t you understand my heart?! Also, why were you so close to this. . . person? He’s a nobody, a mere Bronze!” 
Now that was something else—the dude pointed his finger at me, of all people, when he spoke that last part. I could remember that he was also the one most active in giving me glares when the princess had been flirting with me. I returned his courtesy to him, attentively inspecting him from top to bottom. His outfit really was a perfect match to mine. His stature was on the skinnier side, but our height was more or less the same. His face was not half-bad, if you ignored his hair. I activated my Human Heart for a moment, using it to help me remember his appearance even better. I didn’t know how that worked, but it did. Even with its apparent weakness, this Unique Aspect of mine had some very interesting abilities. 
“Do you even realize that you’re speaking rudely to not just one Hero, but to two?” Christinia said, her tone ice-cold. “No,” she added, “in fact, you just showed disrespect to all the Brave Heroes present by disdaining their culture and implying them to be commoners.”
“I was only talking about the servants!” Greeny—as I decided to call him for the time being, as I forgot his name despite being sure that Fio had already told me—was really bad at making excuses. Not only the Heroes and servants, but even most of the nobles gave him unfriendly glances. As for me, I just focused on using this chance to imprint his appearance into my memory—his face was a bit sunken, with a straight nose and funny green brows, and yet his jawline had the chiseled angles of a sculpture, making him good-looking despite everything else. 
“Servants, huh?” Christinia muttered as an evil smile appeared on her face. “As chosen companions of Brave Heroes, it’s only a matter of time before they rise above you both in strength and status.”
“Y-you can’t be serious, Chris!” Greeny mumbled, his face red from humiliation. 
“As for this gentleman,” the princess said as she dragged me into their quarrel—by literally pulling me towards her and hugging my arm, “he’s the most worthy of Heroes and my fated person. Comparing you to him is like comparing dirt to heaven. You, of course, being the dirt.”
Completely losing control of himself, Greeny exploded with a thundering yell, “Nonsense! Heroes, you say?! They are just tools that can do nothing but be used by us, as long as they sign the Oath!” His lemon-green eyes glared at me, furious and filled with resentment. “You’re nothing, you hear me!” He pointed his damn finger at me. “Nothing!” 
He had just said something very interesting, indeed. Something I could use in the next step of my plan. On another note, this little show was about to end. 
A loud slap resounded through the throne hall as Greeny was sent flying a couple dozen feet away. A very stern looking middle-aged man then caught the boy by his neck and dragged him back to us. 
“I’m sorry for my son’s insolent behavior, Your Highness Christinia.” The man bowed to the princess, forcing Greeny to do the same. The grass-head had a bright red hand shape on his left cheek. “I’m sorry, oh Brave Heroes.” The pair now bowed in my direction. 
“I didn’t expect that something big would happen while we discussed important matters with my friend,” Redion said as he appeared on the scene, placing his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “I isolated our conversation from prying ears, but as a result, we couldn’t hear what was going on around us. Can someone explain the situation to me?” 
“Dad, that rabid dog—” Christinia was about to start, but stopped when Redion raised his hand. 
“No, I want to hear from someone uninvolved.” The emperor stopped, his eyes on Floerden—another Archduke present at the party—who actually was one of the first to join us in watching Keira’s performance. 
“Let me start from the beginning, Your Majesty,” said the crimson-haired Archduke before recounting the events without holding anything back. 
“I see. . .” Redion murmured as he looked towards the second present Archduke, who still had a stone grip on his son’s neck. “What do you think, Xeereal?” 
Oh yeah, Xeereal Mellos, that was his name, right? I realized. He’s the most important noble of the empire, his status and influence even above those of the seven kings who rule the subordinate kingdoms. 
My first impression of Xeereal was that of a man who had had no sleep for the last three days and who wanted nothing more than to collapse on the spot. He had the same figure as his son, both being around 6’2’’, thin and with long limbs. They shared the strange grass-like hair and yellow eyes, and their faces bore some striking semblance, but their temperament couldn’t be any different. 
“I should’ve taken Lilya with me, instead.” The Archduke sighed. “The guilt entirely lies with my disappointment of a son. I’ll make him properly apologize to everyone involved when the banquet ends, and then punish him appropriately after. As for now, I want him to be gone from our eyes. Does anyone have any complaints?”
No one spoke in defense of the asshole. And so, he was all but kicked out of the royal throne room. That would play into my hand if I failed in achieving a compromise—it was like Lady Luck was on my side that day. 
But was she?




Chapter 13

“Sorry to let you see something unsightly, Brave Heroes,” Redion said as he shook his head. “My friend’s son can be. . . immature and rash, but he’s after all just a young boy, being thirty-four this year.”
Oh yeah, just a boy my ass. . . I thought, but didn’t comment. Well, perhaps to someone who’s in his nineties, being thirty or thirteen isn’t that different.
“I’m the one who should apologize, Your Majesty,” said Xeereal as he returned after kicking out his kid from the throne room. “I hoped for him to redeem his behavior from the past banquet, but. . . that boy only disappointed me further. I’ve already started to consider if I should go against all conventions and pass my title to my daughter’s future husband, instead of my failure of a son.”
“I wouldn’t be so fast to dismiss the boy, Xeer,” the second Archduke, Floerden, commented as he stroked his beard. “He’s still young, and you won’t need to worry about inheritance for a few decades at the very least. That should be enough for him to grow up, don’t you think? His talent as a Champion isn’t half-bad, either. It’s not common to be a Platinum Disciple at his age, don’t you think?”
“Are you mocking me, old fox?” Xeereal gave his crimson-haired rival a glare. “Your daughter is already one step from Platinum herself, despite being seven years younger. Your House has it easy without the tradition of male inheritance.” 
Jokes on you, my maid is even better, I thought smugly after doing some math and realizing that Eyla was twenty-seven. She definitely didn’t look that old, which made me question the age of Christinia as well. 
“By the way,” Floerden said to change the topic, “you lost a lot by missing the performance of Miss Hero and her bodyguard. That song was fascinating—it praised the bravery of Turtle-Aspect warriors, and had a very nice tune to it. Of course, the dance was impressive as well.”
So this is how it seemed to them? I refrained from making a snarky remark. 
“Anyway,” Redion clapped his hands, “with this little incident out of the way, let’s proceed to the main course and discuss our future plans.” He pointed his hand to the round table in front of the throne. 
Soon enough, all the Heroes and nobles were seated, with our servants standing behind our chairs. Earthlings took one side of the table, and Aethelrend natives the other. It wasn’t a coincidence that I was sitting at the center, just opposite of Redion. The emperor had his daughter to his left, and Xeereal to his right, the former giving me flirty glances and the latter seeming to be contemplating something. 
While the free servants brought us food, Redion started his little speech. Honestly, I doubted that most earthlings were even listening to him, as he didn’t really say anything new or valuable and most of us were busy filling our stomachs. The nobles were less brazen and at least pretended to be attentive to their liege’s empty words. He spoke about things like honor, the strength of the human spirit, the treachery of demons, that kind of shallow stuff. I kept waiting and waiting for him to get to the point, but eventually I realized that he didn’t have one to begin with. In the end, the banquet wasn’t about telling us anything of importance. After all, most likely what he needed to discuss with us Heroes and what he needed to discuss with his subjects were very different truths. 
“And so, we should put an end to the tyranny of Dark Lords, together!” Redion declared as he stood up, spreading his arms wide. “I believe that with the power of Al’Delia and with the limitless potential of Chosen Heroes, this dream will be achieved in my generation! We’ll take back our country’s lands from their treacherous hands, we’ll rid the Central Continent of their stench, and we’ll bring peace to the entirety of Aethelrend! Let’s toast to that!” 
Redion took his violet-colored goblet filled with wine and raised it, waiting for everyone else to do the same. Even the most dense of the Heroes and low-witted of nobles got the clue and mimicked his action by standing up while holding their drinks. I wasn’t an exception, raising my own golden—or rather orichalcum—goblet, which was filled to the brim with a scarlet liquid. 
As one, the people poured their drinks down their throats. An indescribable taste filled my mouth as I gulped down my wine, which was even better than the 1976 Egon Muller I’d been lucky to try once on my ex-girlfriend’s birthday. This was good stuff, I bet that the cost of a single bottle would be enough to feed thousands of commoners. 
“Does anyone have something to add?” Redion asked as he put down his goblet. “I’d love to hear what Heroes have to say to me and my vassals.”
I’d already noticed that Merlin and Keira had eager looks on their faces, just waiting for that moment, so I acted faster than any of them and asked without sitting down, “If I may, Your Majesty?” 
“Speak freely, Hero Jesse.” The emperor gave me a court nod, though I didn’t miss the squint in his eyes. He was suspicious of my intentions, and he was totally right to do so. “You already proved yourself to be wise and thoughtful, even among the Heroes. I’d love to hear your thoughts.”
“Actually, I want to discuss something I couldn’t get out of my head,” I said slowly, as my gray eyes met Redion’s cerulean. “That son of Sir Xeereal. . . I’m not sure if I caught on his name?” 
The emperor raised a brow and gave the Archduke to his right a quick glance before meeting my eyes again. “That boisterous child is Gracebow Melos. And again, if he offended you in any way, I’ll make sure that you’ll be compensated thoroughly.” 
“Okay, so that Grassboy fellow,” I said, earning a couple of stifled chuckles from the Heroes and a frown from Xeereal, “said something really bothersome that I just can’t put away from my mind. . . I hope that I won’t offend Your Majesty with my further words, so can I get your permission to be straightforward beforehand?” 
“Don’t worry, Hero Jesse,” Redion reassured me with a forced smile. I could bet that he was already realizing that problematic topic I was about to bring. “As I said, you’re free to express your thoughts. You don’t need to worry about being punished, as no one in my empire has the guts to offend a Hero chosen by our Goddess Herself.”
I almost laughed out loud at his bullshit declaration. Wasn’t Grassboy doing exactly that just before? And that was even before we actually accepted the oath. 
“It’s interesting that you say that,” I decided to hit him where it hurts, “because what Grassboy said was, quote ‘Heroes, you say?! They are just tools that can only be used by us, as long as they sign the Oath!’, and pretty much everyone present heard him say that.”
“As I already said,” Redion spoke slowly, his tone heavier than before, “that boy will be punished for his brash words, and you’ll be compensated for this unfortunate experience. Of course, I’m open to your ideas as to what you deem appropriate as compensation.” 
With a light smile, I waved my index finger like a teacher who heard a surprisingly wrong answer to a simple question. “No, no,” I said while shaking my head, “I don’t really care about his immature outbursts, though it doesn’t put your empire in a good light. I’m disturbed by the fact that Greenboy thinks that we, Heroes, are nothing but tools to your country as long as we sign the Oath of Twelve. I couldn’t help but wonder if there’s any truth to those words.”
“Nonsense!” Redion exclaimed as he slammed his hands on the table, making it shake. It was the first time he lost his calm ever since summoning us to his world. “The Oath of Twelve doesn’t give me and my country any control over your actions as Heroes, its main purpose is to protect you from each other, and make sure that you won’t bring unnecessary violence to Aethelrend after you slay the Dark Lords!” 
“Oh, it seems you really don’t trust us.” I endured his glare without flinching. Which was quite the achievement, considering that he could probably kill me with a thought. The reason I was so sure of my safety was simple—he needed us Heroes to trust him, to support him of their own will, first and foremost. With or without the oath, I concluded, he needed at least some goodwill from us. When it came to me in particular, I wasn’t necessary, especially considering that originally only twelve Heroes were supposed to be summoned. But if he antagonized us as a group. . .
“Hey, you!” an unexpected person intervened in our debate. “Insect dude, did you already forget what His Majesty told us yesterday? When left unrestricted, the previous generations of Heroes started war with each other! Don’t you get it? Humans can’t be trusted! Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Or what, do you want to take over this world or something?”
All eyes gathered on Merlin, who had suddenly decided to make his presence known. To my surprise, he still had his large headphones hanging around his neck, despite wearing medieval clothes, which made him look rather funny. Perhaps unsurprisingly, his tunic and leggings were pitch black, just like his shoulder-length hair. 
I cleared my throat before giving him a look of disapproval. “Who are you calling ‘insect dude’, boy? Arachnids aren’t insects! Did you skip your biology lessons in school?”
“What, seriously?!” Merlin exclaimed, his face red from embarrassment. “A-anyway, the point is, why are you acting like you’re a saint? Don’t you know that trust should be earned? Of course, it makes sense for His Majesty to have a contingency plan!” 
I shook my head, feeling tired. I planned to expose the emperor’s hypocrisy, but now someone else was ruining my plans. The boy focused on a completely wrong aspect, ignoring a bigger problem. 
“Contingency plan to protect himself, or contingency plan to take us under control?” I asked aloud, earning some angry glares from the nobles. Christinia gave me a sad glance and then looked at her father, as if pleading for him to explain. 
Redion sighed loud enough to silence the whispering voices of his vassals. “I’m sorry to lose control, even if for a moment, Hero Jesse. I promised that you can share your thoughts without a worry and yet ended up scaring you with my outburst, unbefitting of a monarch. For that, I humbly apologize.” 
The emperor bowed to me, ever so slightly, more of a short nod than an actual bow, and yet the nobles, Archdukes included, opened their mouths in surprise. Some of them froze in shock, a couple even dropped their food and goblets.
“Y-your Majesty!” Floerden cried out as he was trying to stand from his seat.
“Stop it, Floer.” Redion raised his hand, stopping the agitated Archduke. “There’s something I should make clear to everyone. Those thirteen people aren’t just soldiers that we summoned to fight in our stead. They aren’t my vassals or subordinates. They are Chosen Heroes, the future of Al’Delia and Aethelrend. In no way do I consider them any lower than myself, and you should give them as much respect as you show me.”
The nobles looked at each other in confusion, while most of the Heroes were visibly touched by his words. I was completely losing the initiative. Everyone had already forgotten about the point I raised. And, worse of all, I had no momentum to interrupt Redion, otherwise I’d just appear desperate and tactless. 
“If any of you think differently, speak now,” Redion declared, talking more to his vassals than to me or Heroes. 
Xeereal stood up from his seat and said, “I think that I’ll express everyone’s thoughts by saying that you’re absolutely right, Your Majesty. In fact, I think we underestimate how much harm my son’s words brought by failing to see it from the other perspective—what would our saviors think if one of us calls them nothing but tools? This is something unthinkable and unacceptable. Even if he’s my flesh and blood, I won’t show Gracebow any mercy.”
And yet, they still didn’t reveal what exactly they were planning to do with him. Not like it mattered. . . It seemed more and more that I would lose this one, leaving me only with Plan B. Or, rather, Plan A, as it was what I’d planned to do from the start. 
With the second most important person supporting the idea, other nobles had no guts to go against the emperor’s words. As for Heroes, they seemed relieved as well, as if anything really changed just because Redion decided to make nobles show us courtesy officially. 
“I hope that with this, I cleared your doubts, Hero Jesse?” the emperor asked while Christinia was looking at me with a smile. 
Of course not, that barely had anything to do with my point! I thought while considering how to guide the conversation back on tracks. You can look down on me all you want, as long as I have factual freedom!
“I’m sorry if my previous words offended Your Majesty,” I said as I placed my hands behind and straightened my back. 
“Not at all, I understand your worries,” the emperor replied amiably. 
“And yet, I still feel that this matter requires further clarification,” I said, receiving disapproving glances yet again, this time even from some Heroes. 
“You have all my attention.” Redion smiled. 
“I think that I’m not the only Hero who noticed it, but at our current Stage, our Gift of Tongues doesn’t allow us to actually read your texts,” I pointed out a curious fact. “So I wonder how can we know the actual content of the Oath?” 
I hoped that he would say something like “we’ll just tell you”, or “we’ll write a translation for you”, both would be extremely suspicious. That would make him lose his calm again. Contrary to my expectations, Redion still had that damn fake smile of his plastered on his bearded face. 
“Oh, that’s nothing you should worry about, Hero Jesse,” the emperor said lightly, “Scrolls of the Oath have a special enchantment on them that allows anyone to understand their texts. And you don’t even need to worry about inaccuracies due to translation. After all, coupled with your Gift of Tongues, that effect also grants you the ability to learn our written language in a matter of minutes, saving you months, if not years, of studying.”
Damn, how could there be something so convenient? I cursed in my mind. What next, you’ll say that I don’t even need to take that Oath if I don’t want to? 
“Actually,” Redion spoke as he gave me an amused glance, “I still remember your discomfort upon being summoned to our world against your intentions, Hero Jesse. It made me think—weren’t we too hard on you, our dear Heroes? Weren’t we unfairly forcing you to fight our war in our stead? And so, I came up with a solution. . .”
Oh shit, you can’t be serious, I thought, anticipating what he was going to say next. 
“If, for any reason, any of you don’t want to take your duty as a Hero, please let me know,” Redion said to us earthlings as he spread his arms with a friendly smile. As no one spoke, he continued, “There’s an alternative I prepared for you, my friends. If you don’t want to truly become a Hero and fight Dark Lords, that’s okay. Instead of the Oath of Twelve, you just need to take the Oath of Restriction. Don’t worry, the only thing it restricts is your advancement in the Way. It will only prevent you from advancing past the Platinum Stage. I’ll make sure to treat you well—you’ll be given a quiet land to manage with a status as a noble. You’ll have a calm, ordinary life while others will fight evil forces in your place.” Facing me with an insidious smile, Redion slowly asked, “What do you think, Hero Jesse?”
Damn, damn, damn! I clenched my fists, trying hard to maintain outwards calm. But I knew that a superhuman like the emperor wouldn’t miss even the slightest clues of my discomfort. That was a low hit. He really got me here. 
“This is absolutely unacceptable!” Merlin shouted before I could muster an answer. “With all due respect, but why should you allow any of us to parasite on your hospitality, Your Majesty?! Where I came from, there’s a saying: if a man will not work, he should not eat! Fooling around on your lands while Dark Lords kill innocent people? Even that insect. . . ahem, arachnid guy wouldn’t so be shameless, right?!” 
Oh, thank you so much for believing in me, edgy boy! I thought in exasperation. I didn’t miss how some of the nobles showed some discomfort upon hearing his words. I could bet that most of them did exactly that—relaxing on their lands, not giving a damn about Dark Lords and their forces. They were all too glad to leave everything to Heroes, and yet now their ruler actually gave us the way out. Not like it actually mattered. . .
“I’ll fight against evil!” Big J declared in his masculine voice, surprising more than one person. 
One by one, Heroes stood up to express their desire to fight Dark Lords, to protect the world’s peace, and save innocent people. Soon enough, I was the only one remaining. That was ridiculous. I’d been underestimating Redion. How stupid I could have been? He was a goddamn emperor! And me? Just a slightly above average person with some social skills and a degree in marketing. Since the beginning, we had been playing in different leagues. 
For a moment, I even considered accepting his deal, other Heroes and their opinions be damned. But I instantly reminded myself how stupid it was. That would be even worse than taking the Oath of Twelve. I would be under the total control of the emperor if I agreed—living on his lands, having his people as servants, having no real value to him, nor any power to resist. I wouldn’t even be safe from dying, either—Dark Lords and their allies could still send their assassins against me. In fact, I wouldn’t even be surprised if Redion leaked my position to them on purpose and did nothing to protect me from them.
With me being the center of attention yet again, I voice my doubt, “Why Platinum?”
“I’m not sure I follow, Hero Jesse.” Redion raised his brow.
“Yesterday, you said that Heroes at the Etherium Stage are the source of the problem,” I took my half-empty goblet from the table and took a sip, “but there would be no problem if a Hero is restricted to Adamantium, no? So, why Platinum, Your Majesty?”
“Oh, I see.” Redion nodded contemplatively. “So that’s your question. The answer is rather disappointing, I’m afraid. The Oath of Restriction stops you at the Platinum Stage because, starting from Mythril, it stops working. In fact, an Oath Obelisk doesn’t work on those who are at the Mythril Stage and above. Even with the Scroll of Twelve, we need you to take an Oath while you’re still Bronze for it to continue having an effect on you, even at Etherium. Any other questions? I’ll be more than glad to clear any and all of your doubts, Hero Jesse.” 
“It’s called the Oath of Twelve, right?” I asked, already grasping at straws. “And there are thirteen of us. . .” 
“No worry, it could as easily work on twice as many people,” the emperor chuckled. “The only problem is that it should be activated at once for every Hero, so everyone should take the Oath at the same time. So if you want to wait for more than three days before taking the Oath, you’d need to discuss it with your fellow Heroes. I’m fine either way, as long as you are all still at the Bronze Stage.” 
Damn it, what should I do? I thought. I completely lost any chance to reverse the situation. He skillfully reflected all of my points, turning them against me. All because he has all the information while I was still ignorant despite having Fio as a source of information. It didn’t help that she didn’t know most of the finer details regarding the Oath or Heroes in general. . .
For a few long seconds, the entire throne room was silent. Everyone were waiting for me to continue and, indeed, I still could have asked some inconvenient questions. Like asking how many among the Heroes of the last generations died in their war against Dark Lords, or how he was sure that no one among the nobles present was a spy. But would the answers even matter? No. They wouldn’t. In fact, the emperor would just answer in a way that would only make others think less and less of me. 
“I have nothing to add, Your Majesty.” I politely bowed to Redion with a smile as fake as his own. “You perfectly cleared all my doubts, I’m afraid. If something else comes to my mind, I’ll be sure to share it with everyone.”
In the end, I realized, this loss of mine meant nothing. It changed nothing. In the first place, I hadn’t expected to solve everything with words alone. 
Right, who cares if you won, Redion? I thought as I calmed down a little. I still have my trump card. I still can show you that you underestimated me. I still can grasp my freedom, I don’t need your permission for that! 
Who cared if Redion was more convincing than me? Who cared if the Heroes didn’t support me?  Who cared if some nobles already started to hate me? It didn’t matter. Why? 
Because I was Getting The Hell Out.




Chapter 14

After my confrontation with the emperor ended, the festive mood returned to the royal hall. As the discussion was over, people left their seats and spread into small groups all over the room. When I was about to do the same, Christinia rushed towards me.
“Jesse!” she cried out before hugging me suddenly. “I’m sorry that we didn’t treat you well enough!” The princess glared at Fio. “This is her fault, right?! Otherwise, why would you be so suspicious of daddy?! Did she mistreat you? Or said something bad about our royal family?! Don’t worry, I’ll find you a new servant! No, if you want, I’ll become your bodyguard, instead!”
“Please, don’t involve Fio into this, Your Highness,” I said as I tried to gently push her away—unsuccessfully, of course, her grip was absolutely unshakable. 
Someone at the side loudly cleared their throat. I turned my head—who was it if not my favorite emperor? “It seems you get along with my daughter very well, Hero Jesse.” 
“She’s a very lovely person, Your Majesty,” I replied as the princess let go of me with a red face. 
“You really impressed me with your performance, Hero Jesse,” Redion said, and I even felt some sincerity in his words. “I think you have a very good chance to become the leader among the Chosen Heroes, even despite having not as impressive Aspects and Elements as some of your peers.”
“I’m flattered by how high you evaluate me, Your Majesty,” I politely replied.
“I hope that our little. . . discussion didn’t leave you too upset, or offended, Brave Hero,” Redion said as he made a step towards me and extended his hand. “Peace?”
I shook hands with him with an amiable smile. “Yes, let’s bring peace to this world, Your Majesty.”
“Oh, daddy and Jesse seem to start getting along, yay!” Christinia applauded. “I’m so glad! We’re going to become one family one day, after all!”
“T-that’s a very bold claim, my daughter,” Redion said, visibly embarrassed. I even believed that he wasn’t pretending. “Can you accompany me for a few minutes, Chris? I feel that you started to spend less and less time with your dad recently.” 
Christinia sighed. “It couldn’t be helped, then! Let’s talk later, Jesse!”
“Yeah, bye-bye.” I waved my hand to her as she was almost dragged away by the emperor. She waved back with a playful wink. Little did she know, I was bidding her farewell for the foreseeable future. “Let’s socialize with the other Heroes, then, shall we?”
Before leaving the place, possibly forever, I wanted to talk to my fellow kidnapped earthlings. Perhaps we wouldn’t see each other again, or perhaps we would end up as enemies. There was a real chance that now was the last time I could speak with them freely. 
“Are you enjoying your evening, ladies?” I asked as I approached a group of two female Heroes and their two servants. 
“It’s still only five post meridiem, Mister Jesse,” Lisa Michi Beth pointed out politely. She was actually holding hands with her female servant, whose eyes and hair consisted of all colors of the rainbow. “So, still an hour until evening.”
“I see you did your homework, girl.” I shrugged. “Honestly, it felt to me like the banquet had lasted for way more than two hours already.”
“Yeah, we noticed that you were keeping yourself busy,” Anna commented as her handsome male servant gently fed her a grape. He was, like, seven-foot and with a third eye on his forehead. “Care to explain why you were so eager to pick bones with His Majesty?”
I rolled my eyes at her. “I’m more curious why no one else is even remotely suspicious about this Oath thing, especially considering how Grassboy acted.”
“He’s just a clown, why did you take him seriously at all?” the former office girl asked as yet another berry ended up in her mouth. 
I shook my head. “Yeah, he’s a clown who’s important enough to be present at a secret meeting that’s directly related to the fate of this world.” I added in a sarcastic tone, “Why would I even pay attention to what he has to say, right?”
“Well, point taken.” Anna shrugged. “But just as Redion said, we’ll read the Oath before actually taking it, right? There’s nothing to worry about like hidden conditions and such.” 
“Perhaps you’re right,” I agreed half-heartedly. “Or perhaps it’s all just one sweet trap.”  
“C’mon, stop being so serious, let’s have some fun!” Lisa said while swinging the hand holding with her servant from side to side. 
“Like listening to your perfect singing voice?” I grinned at her. 
“W-well, maybe another time!” Lisa blushed.
After talking some more to the girls, I bid them farewell, which of course they didn’t take very seriously. My next stop was. . . 
“I didn’t know that you two were close,” I remarked as I approached two male Heroes that were in the middle of a conversation. One of them had a male bodyguard, while another was accompanied by a hot MILF. 
“Oh, speak of the devil!” Merlin gave me a surprised look. “Isn’t this the famous Arachnid Dude?” 
“That’s Mr. Roy to you, boy.” I said as I took a better look at his servant. She was tall, athletic and had sharp eyes that watched me with a slight frown. “And why would you talk about me behind my back?”
“We discussed why someone would be stupid enough to antagonize the most powerful man in the room,” the Asian assassin dude replied. Interestingly enough, he was wearing almost the same black outfit as Merlin, making me wonder if he secretly was another edgy boy pretending to be cool. I still reminded myself that his Aspects and Elements were cancer. His male servant stood at the side, unmoving like a statue. 
“There’s something you’re missing. . .” I stopped, realizing that I still didn’t know his name. “Who you are again?”
“I see that being impolite is just a part of your personality,” he said. “I’m Watanabe Akira.”
“So, Watanabe-san, then?” I asked, proving how wrong he was about my manners! 
“Please, even with the translation magic at work, a foreigner trying to act like a Japanese makes me cringe,” Akira said. “Just use my first name.” 
“Oh, so generous of you, Akira-kun!” I replied in a falsely courteous tone.
“I hope you realize that my particular combination of abilities is well suited for assassinations?” he asked, his tone dead serious.
“And this is why,” I said with a grin, “I used ‘kun’ instead of ‘chan’.” 
“Damn gaijins. . .” Akira shook his head in annoyance. For some reason, my Gift of Tongue didn’t even translate the word, probably because I knew what it meant anyway, and it had a slightly different meaning than its English counterpart.
“Get used to it, you’re probably the only Japanese in this world.” I tried to pat him on the shoulder, but he skillfully avoided my hand. “I can’t wait for you to bring sushi, onsen, and manga to Aethelrend!” 
Akira silently drank whatever was in his cup, not giving me another glance. He wasn’t a bad guy, it turned out. I hoped there wouldn’t be a time I needed to be seriously on guard against his assassinations. 
“There’s something I wanted to ask since yesterday,” I said as I turned my attention to the edgy teenager, “what is your real name, boy?” 
“It’s Merlinus Ambrosius,” he looked at me as if I just asked him something stupid, “did you even listen to my introduction?” 
“C’mon,” I chuckled, “that couldn’t be your real name, right?”
Merlin replied in a rude, challenging tone, “That’s the name my mother gave me, and I bear it with pride. Do you have anything against it?”
“I never doubted you, Sir Merlinus.” I bowed to him politely with a serious face. “So, can I be so bold as to assume that both your parents bear Ambrosius as their surname?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Never met my old man, so I have no idea and don’t really care. Since when are you so interested in my personal circumstances, anyway? Want to become friends or something?” 
“Getting along as fellow Heroes is a must if we want to have a chance against our foes, don’t you think?” I said, not really putting much thought into it. 
“Nah!” Merlin scowled. “Don’t tell me you believe in the power of friendship? You’ve watched too much anime, dude. If you ask me, I alone should be enough to take over all the Dark Lords. You bunch will only get in the way. Well, maybe Akira and Lisa would be useful to an extent. You, though? I already asked Ms Lidianne, and she told me that the Rarer your Aspects and Elements, the stronger you are. Plus, there’s the matter of how well your abilities compliment each other. All things considered, I think you should be the most useless of us.”
The boy acted completely in his character! He didn’t just look like an angsty teenager, he was one to the bones. What else could I say? I wondered what he would think if he knew what I had, the rarest Aspect out of the Heroes. Would he tell me that I had some potential? Or would he start to consider me his rival? I had no plans to find that out. Maybe one day, but definitely not in the near future. 
“Actually, I think you’re right, Merlin!” I beamed at him, confusing the poor boy. “When it comes time to fight to the death, let’s leave everything to you! I’m sure you’ll show us your bravery and power, Sir Hero!” 
“Are you mocking me?” The boy frowned. 
“Nah, I’m just wishing for you to succeed and fulfill all your ambitions!” I patted him on the shoulder. Unlike the Japanese guy, he wasn’t quick enough to avoid me. “Just believe in yourself and you’ll never lose to anyone! Good luck, buddy!”
“You’re definitely mocking me.” Merlin shook away my hand. “Looking down on me just because you’re older? Just you wait, I’ll show you that I’m the true hero of this story.”
“Oh, that I don’t doubt.” I shrugged before steep away from him. “Okay, bye-bye, you two. I’m needed elsewhere.” I waved my hand to the magician-assassin duo and left to speak with other Heroes. 
The next group consisted of four Heroes—two female, two male, and none of them looked familiar. Yeah, I’d seen them yesterday, but they all were just so ordinary that I hadn’t even bothered to remember their names. That didn’t change now, either. I casually talked to them for ten minutes, and moved on to the next group. 
While walking from one table to another, I didn’t forget to secretly pick some of the local implements—the golden sporks and splades—and stuff them into my pockets. I tried to avoid Fio from noticing that her master was actually stealing from the emperor, and judging by her lack of reaction, I succeeded.
When I reached the next group, they rather surprised me—a boy and a girl, both Heroes, were kissing right into the throne room without giving a damn like two lovebirds. They were even ignoring their two servants that were objectively much hotter than them! It’s good to be young, I thought, deciding to leave them alone. 
Last but not least were Keira and Big J. I didn’t know them for long, but they were the two Heroes I’d interacted with the most. Despite their obvious flaws, they weren’t that bad, and I felt like we could get along just well if given some time. Too bad, we were about to part ways. 
“You really worked hard to prepare for your performance, didn’t you?” I asked Keira, distracting her from putting a piece of cake to her mouth. As she saw that it was me, she put down her spoon-fork and gave me a smile. 
“At least someone noticed!” she grinned. “Yeah, the hardest part was synchronizing the lyrics with my auto-translation thingy.”
“Oh, I didn’t even notice anything off.” I was genuinely surprised. I hadn’t even paid attention back then to the actual language of the song. “How does it work, anyway? Did your bodyguard learn English? Or did you translate the song into the tongue of this world’s natives?”
“That’s actually Western Common,” Keira said in the tone of a wise teacher. “Turns out, we’re on the Western Continent and all sapient races here speak one language. And to answer your question—neither is right! We actually were singing each in our own language and my Gift of Tongues did the rest!”
“Interesting. . .” I said, as I contemplated what it meant to me. 
Actually, nevermind, I thought. I’m here to say goodbye to them, not to figure out how our Gifts work. 
“How are you doing, Big J?” I asked my namesake buddy, who was silently listening to us while munching on some kind of green meat. “Honestly, you look way better than yesterday.”
The guy swallowed down what he’d already put into his mouth and replied, “T-thanks. Everything is thanks to Seraya. And honestly. . . I didn’t leave my house for two weeks prior to being summoned here, ha-ha.”
I felt real pain from that awkward chuckle of his. His maid, who was probably that Seraya he mentioned, patted him on the back, her eyes filled with kindness. He was in good hands! 
“What do you guys think about my conversation with the emperor?” I asked. There was no way I’d escape together with them, but if they really were having their doubts, I could reconsider my plans to include them one way or another. Not like I had much hope, considering what they’d said to me yesterday. 
“I don’t like complicated stuff!” Keira declared, her tone carefree. “I don’t know what’s your deal with him, didn’t he already promise to punish the little shit who was talking shit with his shitty mouth? I don’t really care, I want to get along with everyone!”
This girl is hopeless, I thought. For one thing, that little shit is already approaching his mid-thirties. 
“My opinion is the same,” Big J said in a deep voice. “I want to become a Hero. I want my life to make this world a better place. I’m not sure that going against our biggest sponsor is wise. While some of your points made sense, Mr Redion refuted each of your points, didn’t he? I believe in our benefactor.” 
Benefactor, huh? I could only shake my head with a bitter smile. Had the Goddess chosen the most naive and easy to manipulate people out of the entire population of Earth? Or maybe they had been all brainwashed as a part of the summoning process and, for some inexplicable reason, I had been spared that fate? Either way, I couldn’t rely on my fellow Heroes for my plans. 
I spoke to the pair of weirdos for some more minutes. In fact, I probably talked to them for as long as all the other Heroes combined. It was a simple conversation with fellow Earthlings—something that would become a luxury for me soon enough. We discussed games, movies, and music, the stuff that we would be missing in this world. Well, at least we all had been assuming that, who knew if they had magical versions of TV and internet here? Our servants hadn’t heard about anything of the sort, but they had never been outside the Western Continent, had they? 
“I’m glad to be able to know you, guys,” I said as I gave Big J a solid handshake. My words were about ninety-five percent sincere, which was a lot. I then gave a gentle half-hug to Keira.
“T-thanks, me too,” my namesake replied with a bashful smile. 
“You’re saying it like we won’t be able to see each other again,” Keira chuckled.
Oh girl, you don’t know how right you are! I thought. 
The redhead then added, hitting me lightly on the shoulder, “Don’t worry, we won’t forget you even when we find new friends in the Academy!” 
“I bet you won’t.” I grinned at her while choosing the right moment for my performance. 
“What kind of magic will they teach us, I wonder. . .” Keira said, her expression dreamy. Now! 
I activated a tiny part of my Human Vis and guided it to my abdomen.
“Oh, shit!” I exclaimed as I bent down with my hands at my belly. “Oh shit, my stomach! What the Hell?!”
I wasn’t even pretending. Not completely, at least. To be completely sure, I used my powers to make the pain real, though it wasn’t as strong as I made it seem. 
“Are you all right, Sir Jesse?!” Fio was the first to get to my side, placing her palm on my back. “Some of the servants know healing Spells, should we call them to help?”
“Oh, I’m not sure, Fio,” I mumbled as Keira and Big J gave me worried looks. I felt a bit guilty about tricking them, but that was an important part of the plan. I needed an excuse to leave the throne room without anyone getting too suspicious. “It seems. . . I just need to use the bathroom. . . ASAP!”
“What does ASAP mean?” My maid tilted her head, her cat ears criminally cute. 
“As fast as possible!” I cried out while trying to keep the volume of my voice down. “S-sorry guys, I really need to leave. . .”
“Oh, so you didn’t take a dump before the banquet?” Keira said, a notch too loud for my tastes. “You should’ve thought ahead, you know! Don’t worry, we won’t tell anyone! Right, guys?!”
“W-we’ll keep your secret!” Big J gave me a nod. 
I was so touched, I almost changed my mind and decided to stay with them. Just joking. I rushed to the hall exit—which wasn’t far from where in the room we were—with Fio at my side. She gestured to the two servants that guarded the door, making them open it after exchanging confused glances. Just like that, I left the throne room without my absence being noticed by the emperor and Co. There was just one tiny problem. . .
“D-do you plan to accompany me all the way to the bathroom?” I asked Fio, who was keeping pace with me. I was hurrying towards the only toilet on the fourth floor—that was where the throne room was, it turned out. Obviously, there were many different bathrooms in the palace, so I didn’t even need to return to my personal suite to relieve myself. 
“I won’t accompany you inside, obviously,” Fio replied. “I’ll be guarding the entrance on the outside, though. I’m your bodyguard, after all, Sir Jesse.”
I gave her an alarmed glance. “It w-would be too embarrassing if you could hear everything, you know?!”
“Don’t worry, bathrooms in the royal palace are soundproof,” she replied calmly. “I won’t hear any of your. . . peculiar noises.”
Thanks Goddess! I felt relieved. The last thing I need is for her to be listening in on everything that happens inside. 
Before I noticed, we had reached our destination. What looked like a luxurious door to a high-end apartment, was actually just a bathroom entrance. Actually, the palace had restrooms on its first floor as well—those were there for the regular guests. This one, though, was for emergency use by esteemed guests and the royal family. Actually, wasn’t this place kind of redundant, since, according to Fio, as a person reached higher Stages of the Way, the need to pass waste diminished. Redion himself had no need for a toilet at all. Being superhuman had its benefits. 
“O-okay, we’re here,” I said as I pushed the door open. I turned my head to Fio, who was standing a few feet away. “I’m afraid that I could spend a significant amount of time there.” I smiled bitterly. “Don’t worry if you don’t hear from me for an hour or so, okay? A-are you still sure you want to wait for me here? I don’t think anyone would try to kill me in the palace, today, of all time. . .”
“I’m not worried about anyone threatening your life, Sir Jesse,” she replied. “However, don’t forget that Sir Grassboy is still somewhere in the castle, and I’m sure he holds quite a grudge against you.” 
Did she actually call him grass boy? I thought. This girl is something else. I’ll really miss her, more than anyone else I met in this world. Oh well, there’s no way she would agree to escape with me. After all is said and done, she’s still a servant of the empire. 
“You’re right, Fio,” I said before bending down again, my face distorted by pain. It seemed that I overdid it a bit, and now I really needed to use the toilet. “I’m really lucky to have you as my bodyguard. I mean it!” 
I could hold back for no longer and, after bowing to my maid, closed the door and then locked it. As far as I knew, she’d need a special key to open it from the outside, which, with the addition of my previous warning, should buy me at least an hour. The longer it was before my absence was noticed, the better. 
The bathroom was rather spacious, around thirty feet on each side. Unsurprisingly, it actually had an honest-to-god clawfoot bath, in addition to the sink and toilet. It had a large mirror on the side wall, and a spacious window at the front. I quickly took down my pants and sat down on my golden throne. At least I assumed that it was golden, I didn’t want to believe that they would use the legendary orichalcum—which visually looked very similar—for that. Also, it had a flush mechanism, to my surprise. 
With a deep sigh, I started my business. The food from yesterday really did its deed, helping me to fool everyone. Of course, I could’ve just pretended to be in pain or needed to relieve myself, but that would have been an unnecessary risk. A risk I wasn’t willing to take. 
“Operation Escape to Freedom, start!” I whispered as I started to relieve myself from the digested exotic delicacies. 
It was time to put my powers and cunning to the test. Only, in this test, a failing grade wasn’t an option.




Chapter 15

Less than ten minutes after entering the bathroom, I’d already completed what others had expected me to do, and was already washing my hands. Of course, that was just the beginning. 
Honestly speaking, the emperor had great taste in design. If he had anything to do with the interior of his palace to begin with, which I kind of doubted. Anyway, the large window in the center of the room allowed someone taking a bath or doing something else here to have a spectacular view of the royal garden and the upper part of the city. 
Yesterday, I hadn’t been allowed to leave the palace itself, but that didn’t stop me from inspecting the outside world from various windows and balconies. The place itself had five floors, but as the ceilings here were very high, it was closer to a typical fifteen-story-building instead. Which meant that escaping from the fourth floor wasn’t as simple as just jumping from the window—perhaps Fio could’ve done that without any problem, but I was still just a normal human, at least in terms of my physical parameters. More than that—windows inside the palace usually didn’t have any opening mechanism, meaning that anyone who wanted to enter or escape through them needed to break the glass, first. At least, anyone without Glass as their Element. . .
“Now comes the moment of truth,” I mumbled as I faced the mirror above the sink. There, a handsome face with gray eyes and short black hair looked at me. My face.
I closed my eyes and focused on my inner feelings. On the Human Heart at the left of my chest. How with each beat it sent more and more Vis to my veins. How it felt so weak and so vulnerable, and yet hid incredible powers within. 
Next, I thought of a certain person. I recalled their appearance in detail. Their chiseled face. Their unusual hair. Their thin stature. I guided Vis, commanding it to change my body. To alter it. To turn me into someone else. 
I moved most of my Vis to my head. That was the part requiring most of my attention. While I was just calmly standing, my entire body became covered in sweat and my breathing grew rougher and rougher. My Vis Heart was beating at its full capacity, exhausting the little endurance it had. My real heart wasn’t any different, banging and banging, as if I’d been sprinting at my full speed for a few minutes straight. 
When I felt that I could continue no longer, that I was nearing my limit, the process finally completed. I had no idea how long it had taken me, but I hoped that was no longer than five minutes. Each second counted when it came to something as risky as escaping from superhumans. 
Feeling my two hearts calm down, I opened my eyes. Now, the mirror reflected a completely different person. Someone I wasn’t very familiar with, and knew only that they were a son of an Archduke and an asshole who apparently had a thing for the princess. Yellow eyes and green, grass-like hair were my new distinguishing characteristics. I had lost some of my hard-earned muscle, becoming leaner, and my skin gained some unhealthy paleness. It was hard to say if my face had become more handsome or less, but overall I’d say that I’d lost a point or two in physical attractiveness. 
Yes, my Human Heart allowed me to alter my body and appearance. Yes, I’d just used it to become Mr Grassboy Greeny. What came next? Escaping the bathroom unnoticed, of course. Fio would have way too many questions if I left through the door now. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she attacked me on sight, assuming that I disposed of her Hero or something. 
One thing I really needed was a rope. While there were two towels in the room, they alone wouldn’t be enough. And, honestly, using them would be too obvious, and I wanted to leave as little clues as I could. That was why I activated my other Vis Heart, and started to weave.
My training yesterday hadn’t been for naught. Perhaps because my body had already started to adapt to its new state, creating spider silk felt more natural to me and took less mental effort. Still, at the rate at which I was going, I felt that my Arachnid Heart would be exhausted in no time. That didn’t matter, as that was the only task I would need it for. 
It took me about ten long, boring minutes to create a product I considered good enough. The rope of interweaving threads was as thick as my thumb, and as long as four of my heights. That should be enough for me to reach the third floor. As for how sturdy my creation was, there was only one way to find out. Actually, no, there were all kinds of different ways, but only one of them was available to me at the moment.  
Do you guys really expect mere glass to stop me?! I thought as I approached the only window in the bathroom. It was fixed in place so it couldn’t be opened. Normally. Thankfully, that was where my Glass Surge came to rescue. 
When I played around with my powers yesterday, I discovered that other than creating pretty much useless glass products, I could also manipulate real glassware as well. In fact, according to Fio, that was the best way to use one’s Surge at the lower Stages of power. 
I placed my hand on the unnaturally transparent window and activated my Glass Surge. I felt the glass absorbing my Mana like crazy, making my Glass Core revolve with ever-increasing speed. The window of the royal palace wasn’t made from ordinary materials, that was for sure, which made it harder to manipulate alongside its sheer size. Thankfully, it was rather thin. 
The suction stopped a couple of minutes later, when my Mana Core was half-emptied. I sensed a connection forming between me and the window. I had a strange feeling that it had become a part of me, that I could manipulate it like my limbs, though very awkwardly. I commanded the glass to make a hole in the window, and it obeyed. The window opened like gates, inviting me to go to the other side. 
Hell yeah, it worked! I thought as I wiped off sweat from my forehead. Using my abilities to the fullest really took some strain both on my body and mind. 
I tied the self-made rope to the clawfoot of the bath, which was rather close to the window and, I assumed, heavy enough to easily counterweight my body. With that being done, I needed to execute perhaps the most dangerous part of my little ploy. 
Holding the rope in my hands, I climbed the windowsill. I looked down for a moment and instantly realized my mistake. While I had no acrophobia, it was only natural for a normal person to have some inherent fear of height. I gritted my teeth, and, fighting against my anxiety, started to prepare for the descent.  
Moving on all fours, I crawled through the opened window backwards, holding onto the sill. First of all, I checked if the rope could support my body—yeah, there were no problems on that front. A breeze gently brushed my hair, as I slowly descended while tightly gripping the rope in my hands. With my feet against the stone wall, I moved down step by step, trying not to think what would happen if I let go of the rope or if it broke under my weight.
After a frustratingly long minute, I was about to reach one of the windows on the third floor. Navigating the wall, I moved to the right of the window, to avoid being spotted if someone was watching on the other side. When I descended low enough, I peeked inside. I saw a bathroom almost identical to the one I’d come from, and it was empty. 
Relieved, I activated Glass Surge on the window. It was not that easy to use my magical powers while also focusing on keeping my body from falling, but I managed. As soon as I gained some semblance of control over the window glass, I created an opening in it and climbed inside. 
Only when I felt the floor under my feet, did I breathe a sigh of relief. That was the only real life-threatening part of my plan. Even if I failed to escape and was caught, I doubted that the emperor would dare to execute a Hero. At most, he’d express how disappointed he was, and force me into completing the Oath of Twelve, whether I wanted to or not. So, in a way, I wasn’t really risking anything, other than accidental death from falling and exposing my secrets, which could or couldn’t be important.
I used my Surge to close the window, leaving the rope hanging outside. I didn’t know how long would it last, and I also had no way to get rid of it, either—even if I cut it, it wouldn’t entirely disappear. Plus, I still had left an evidence on the fourth floor, as I couldn’t close the window there. On a second thought, maybe it didn’t really matter that much if I left some clues—everyone already knew my about my glass and arachnid related abilities anyway. The main thing I needed to worry about was my Human Aspect, which I considered my trump card. So I hoped that no one would figure that out, even after my escape. 
After resting for a few minutes, I approached the door and placed my ear on it. Of course, I didn’t hear anything—as Fio said, it was more or less soundproof. Feeling silly for doing something useless, I slightly opened the door and glanced into the hallway. Empty. 
I left the bathroom and sneaked my way through the passages towards the stairway that led to the first floor, allowing me to skip the second one altogether. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the palace didn’t have many people wandering around—for one thing, I didn’t encounter anyone other than a bored maid that I easily avoided by waiting behind the corner while she passed the intersection between corridors. 
Soon enough, I had reached the lobby by the stairway. It was a vast place with multiple corridors leading to it and also two broad stair flights to the fourth floor, which was special considering that was where the emperor’s throne room was. I was about to make my way directly to the stairway when I encountered a problem. I instantly hid myself in a corridor, sneakily observing the situation from behind the corner. 
“Did you just said that you can’t let me through?!” a familiar voice shouted. The voice I’d tried to remember well, as I would soon need to use it myself. 
“With all due respect, Sir Grassbow, we have orders,” one of the two knights who was guarding the stairway replied helplessly. “We aren’t allowed to let anyone inside or outside until the banquet ends. You should know the reasons for that better than I do, Sir.”
The two guards were wearing silver-colored armor that protected their entire body, and each had a helmet that completely covered their face. The first one held a halberd at his side, while the other had a sword in the scabbard at his waist. 
“That’s Lord Grassbow to you, pleb!” Greeny exploded. “Do you know who I am?!”
“Of course, Sir,” the second guard said, “there’s no one in this palace who didn’t hear of the bravery of the only son of Lord Xeereal.”
“Then why the Heck do you think that you can stop me from leaving, huh?!” Even if I was just observing from about half a hundred yards away, I still felt the power emanating from Grassboy as he released a part of his Aspect. Bright green vines started to grow on his back like lively tentacles, ready to play with the first cute elf they could catch. 
“Please, don’t make things difficult on us, Sir Grassbow,” the first guard lowered his head but released some power of his own. I didn’t see any difference in his appearance, but that made sense considering his outfit. He could have his entire body covered in chitinous shell or fur, for all I knew. 
The second guard joined the fray, and the two of them combined had the strength of presence comparable to that of Grassboy. Most likely, they were both Knights at the Platinum Stage, making them slightly weaker than the man who was a Champion. But together and with their equipment, they were probably stronger. That, and also I had a feeling that they were way more experienced in battle than the arrogant noble. 
“Tch, I don’t care anymore,” Grassboy said, as he spitted on the floor. His saliva was sizzling. “Have it your way, plebs.” The tentacles on his back disappeared. “This is why I hate commoners. But don’t think for a moment that I’ll forget this humiliation. I’ll remember you!”
“Yes, make sure to remember our faces, Sir,” the first guard replied very seriously. I could bet he was grinning behind his helmet. 
“Don’t forget to tell on us to His Majesty,” the second one added, “I’m sure he’ll reward us for being so serious with our duty.”
“You bastards better prepare to face the consequences of going against me!” Greeny grumbled as he turned his back to them and started to leave. For better or worse, he was walking in the direction opposite of mine, towards one of the corridors on the other side of the lobby. Soon enough, I lost sight of him, relieved that he didn’t try to look back—otherwise, there was a chance I would’ve been noticed by him. 
Well, that makes things more complicated, I thought. 
The main reason I’d even bothered to change my appearance was a hope that it would make my escape easier. Now, that didn’t seem to be the case—security here was tighter than I’d expected. Theoretically, I could’ve just used the rope to descend all the way towards the ground, but my Arachnid Heart had been already exhausted just from making threads long enough to allow me to get down just one floor. It would take me an hour or so to recover—more time than I could afford. 
I could also try to climb down the walls without a rope. But that was as bad of an idea as it sounded. There was still my Air Surge, that I could probably use to soften my landing. And my Human and Arachnid Fortes to strengthen my legs. But that was a risk I wasn’t willing to take unless completely cornered. And I still wasn’t. Not yet. 
After contemplating for a few minutes, I decided to try my luck and see if my communication skills were enough to get me through. If I failed, then I’d have to figure out another solution. Perhaps some kind of compromise between my other ideas. 
Copying Grassboy’s arrogant way of walking, I made my way towards the guards. Like always, they were standing straight without moving their bodies, not even turning their heads towards me. I stopped a dozen feet away from them. 
“Did you forget something, Sir?” asked the first guard, the one with the halberd.
It should be mentioned that the one thing that made my plan feasible and my disguise not completely useless was that people without the Gift of Knowledge couldn’t know at which Stage of power the other person was, unless they actively used their abilities. And even then, their Rank would be still hard to guess. 
“Actually, yes.” I nodded in a voice different from my own. My Human Forte gave me perfect control over my vocal cords, plus I barely used any Vis. “There’s something I wanted to say to you two.”
“We are honored to receive your attention, Sir,” said the second guard. “And if I may be so bold as to ask—didn’t you leave in another direction? Could it be you’re an imposter?!”
Someone else would’ve panicked at that point, but not me. I could easily notice when a man was just trying to be an ass. 
“Oh, for someone placed as a guard, you don’t have a good grasp on the layout of the palace,” I said as I raised my chin, just like Grassbow liked to do. “There’s a large hallway that connects the two sides of this floor.”
I actually wasn’t bullshitting—that was a fact. And I could bet that the two knights knew that perfectly as well. The imposter thing was just said to annoy Grassboy. He wasn’t liked in the palace, that was obvious. I even started to seriously doubt that the guards actually received the orders not to let anyone out. In fact, I bet on that to be the case.
“Sorry, my friend was just trying to be funny,” said the first guard without a note of regret in his rough voice. “But Sir, you seem to visibly calm down since our recent encounter.”
“Who do you think I am?” I gave him a disdainful glance. “I’m the future Archduke of Al’Delia. Did you really think that a mere guard can make me lose my calm? No! I was still feeling bitter about dad throwing me away from the party just because I spoke the truth.”
“I see, I never doubted your wisdom, Sir Gracebow,” the second knight said flatly. He totally didn’t believe my story. 
“Anyway, I returned here to apologize for my earlier transgression,” I said, making the two knights turn their helmets to me for the first time. I could bet that their faces right now were priceless. “Sorry to show you something unsightly, gentlemen.” I made a curt bow that was more a nod. 
“Now I really start to think that you’re an impostor, Sir. . .” the second guard mumbled, and the first one poked him with his halberd at the side. 
“We aren’t worthy of your apologies, Sir!” The first guard was more astute, as he returned my bow instead of talking nonsense. It wasn’t like his companion wasn’t completely right to doubt me. 
“It’s okay.” I waved my hand at him. “I’m also here to tell you that I’m willing to forgive you for lying to me.”
“Huh?!” Both guards expressed their surprise. And that was when I realized that my assumption had been spot on. 
“In the first place, how much sense would it make to order you to stop everyone from leaving when most of the guests are at least at the Mythril Stage?” I said, as if talking to myself. “To add the fact that normally no one would leave the banquet before it ended, and your claim loses any credibility.” 
The two guards were silent for some long seconds, before the first one sighed. “I knew that Sir couldn’t be so easy to deceive. Well, a part of it was true, though—we were ordered to stop Heroes from leaving the palace if by some chance any of them find their way here. We received no orders regarding honored noble guests such as you.”
The second one added, “We just wanted to see if rumors about your wisdom and bravery were true! And, indeed, your mind is as sharp as they say!”
I gave the armored men the most exasperated glare I could muster. “Don’t take me for a fool. I know what you guys really think about me. But as a noble, I should be above your immature little tricks. And yet, in the spur-of-the-moment, I lost my calm. That was embarrassing. This is why I have an offer to make. You forget what you saw, and I forget that you tried to lie to me. Deal?”
“Deal, deal!” Their helmeted heads vigorously nodded. I kind of liked to play the role of a villainous noble. Too bad that the actual person was just a fool. 
“Well then, I’ll take my leave.” I moved to the stairway without giving the knights another look. If they dared to stop me, I’d have no chance to resist. They were as superhuman as my cat maid, if not stronger. I was just a normal person who’d learned some new tricks just yesterday. Any confrontation would expose me without a question. And yet, the two Platinum Knights could only watch me in silence as I slowly walked down the stairs. 
A part of me wanted to dash forward and leave that place as soon as possible. A part of me worried that the real Grassboy would be back at any moment. An even smaller part of me wanted to return to the royal hall, and be a good boy. But no. I proceeded. Slowly. Boldly. Straight ahead to freedom. 
I arrived on the first floor. Then I made my way towards the palace entrance. It was guarded as well, but no one stopped me. After a short exchange, I was allowed outside. There, a long, beautiful road that led me to the gates. The palace premise was surrounded by tall walls made of colorful marble, and who knew how many magical enchantments protected it in secret. It didn’t matter, as I would be leaving through the front without hiding. 
After walking at a moderate pace for ten minutes or so and passing a fountain and a giant golden statue of Redion, I reached my destination. The glorious gates made of violet metal—alloyed with Adamantium, if I had to guess. The guards here completely ignored me as I walked through the open gates like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Goodbye Fio, adieu Christinia, arrivederci Redion, sayonara Heroes! I looked back to give the palace one last look. It was majestic, and awe-inspiring, but I had no wish to return there any time soon. 
Now I only needed to figure out how not to get caught in the first few hours. After that, I doubted that it would be easy to track someone who could change his looks as often as he wanted. And then, I’d finally be free.




Chapter 16

The royal palace of Al’Delia was built on the highest point of the empire’s capital, Grand Liade. Fortunately for me, it wasn’t in some distant, isolated district, many miles away from the living quarters. In fact, it was in the center of the city, right in the heart of the noble district. 
It took me less than ten minutes of unhurried strolling to reach the noble quarters, with mansion after mansion trying to compete with each other in how lavish they were. The architecture of the buildings wasn’t significantly different from what I’d expect from a medieval city, except way more colorful, with hues like violet, cerulean, and amber being predominant. 
Moving down the city streets, I started to hasten my pace. I was pretty sure that almost an hour had passed since I parted with Fio, and I couldn’t help but start to worry. My absence could be noticed any time, so I needed to hurry up and change my disguise. 
I was still in my Grassboy form, which attracted some attention as passersby gave me curious and envious looks. I doubted that most of them recognized me as the next in line to become an Archduke, but my outfit was extremely opulent, and my hair highly unusual. 
The sky was still clear, and blue, and there were no signs that sunset would be coming any time soon. By my estimation, it was about 6 PM, so just the beginning of the evening. In some places in the world, that would mean that the sun was already getting low, but apparently that wasn’t the case here. 
After passing a quieter area with mansions and reaching a more populated area with houses and shops, I found that the streets were bustling with life. Today was Firstday, aka Monday by Earth’s calendar, so I couldn’t imagine how lively the place would be on the weekends. Then again, this was still a district for rich people, so I doubted that most of them had typical, even to this world, eight-to-five jobs. 
One big difference to note was that many people I could see would be seen as highly unusual back on Earth, but didn’t attract any attention here. In fact, it was more common to see someone with hair or eye color that weren’t natural for ‘normal’ humans, and more than one passerby had distinctly non-human traits, just like most of the candidates for Hero bodyguards. 
“Excuse me,” I called to a group of three young women in maid’s clothes. I chose them among the other passersby, as I hoped that they would be more inclined to help me and were more likely to actually know the answers to my questions than most other citizens. 
The three pairs of eyes inspected me as the girls stopped. “Can we help you, Sir?” the one who was likely the leader among the group asked. She seemed to be in her mid-twenties, while the other two girls were in their late teens—or at least looked like they were. All three of them had hair with yellow and orange stripes and similar features, which showed that they were related to each other.
“Yes, you can,” I said in a neutral tone. It would be suspicious if I was acting too friendly to them, but I didn’t want to be rude, either. “I’m a rare guest in this part of the capital, so I really need some help from someone who knows their way around the city.”
Hearing my explanation, the girl nodded. “I see, what do you want to know, Sir?”
Without further ado, I asked, “Please tell me where I can find the closest pawnshop?” 
The girls exchanged confused glances with each other, then gave my clothes another look, before one of the younger girls giggled, earning a glare from the older maid. 
“Yeah, I know that I don’t look like someone in need of such services,” I said as I gave the girls a smile, “but let’s say that I want to get my hands on some pocket money without telling my parents.”
“Oh, I see.” The older maid gave me a knowing smile. “Well, you won’t find any such suspicious places so high in the city. You’d need to go down to the Trade District, it hosts five pawnshops of different quality. If you want to pawn something really precious, your best bet would be Louise’s Goldies. She’s someone you can trust, and she won’t scam a distinguished citizen such as you. Not by too much, anyway.” 
“And how can I find this place?”
“It’s really simple,” the one to reply was the second younger girl who’d been silent until now. “Just go to Golden Pond Street, make your way two veas southward from there, then turn right when you reach Lockduster Quarters, and make your way to the end of Third Thunder Alley. There you’ll find it. Easy, right?”
What the heck is veas? I thought. I remember Fio mentioning a couple of times while lecturing me. Wasn’t it this world’s version of a mile? And also, I have no idea what all those names she mentioned mean.
“Actually,” I said, trying to keep my words nonchalant, “I’d like you to guide me there. Of course, I’m not asking for charity here. How does ten silver coins sound?”
The girls looked at me in surprise, before each of them beamed at me like one. “Let us lead the way, Sir!” 
Of course, I could’ve just proceeded on my own and just continued to ask people for directions every few minutes. But I was short on time right now, each minute counted. I needed to change my looks as soon as possible. I’d completely exhausted my Human Vis when taking Grassboy’s form, and so far I’d recovered about half of my Heart’s total capacity. Reverting my body back to its normal state would be more cost-effective than changing into something else, but that would be meaningless, as whoever would be sent after me would know my appearance. I needed to transform into someone new, but only after completely changing my outfit. 
With the girls guiding the way, it didn’t take more than ten minutes for us to reach our destination. Trade District was even more crowded than Noble District, so I really didn’t regret my decision of relying on someone for help.
We stopped before a building with a distinctive signboard with unrecognizable characters that reminded me of Japanese mixed with Arabic. 
“Louise’s Goldies—Trusty Deals to Crowd Your Wallet!” one of the girls read out loud. Which was a great help, considering that I didn’t know how to read their language. 
Yeah, not suspicious at all. . .
With their part done, the girls gave me expectant looks. Too bad for them, I had nothing to give them right now. 
“Don’t worry,” I said, “you’ll get your payment after I get mine.” 
No, really. I definitely had no plans to scam three hardworking young girls. I was a gentleman, after all.
I entered the pawnshop through a thin door of beige wood. The maid-girls decided to wait for me outside, so there were only two people in the shop right now—me, and a woman in her early forties who managed to look both like a hardened soldier and an elegant madame, all at the same time. She had long blonde hair and blue eyes—a rare combination in this world, it was more common to see pink haired and yellow eyed people here—and her skin was on the darker side of the spectrum. 
“Greetings, noble guest, welcome to Louise’s Goldies,” she said, her voice husky and with a note of seductiveness. She fitted the hot MILF archetype well enough, but her bosom was just short of being within my strike range. Her hands were holding onto a smoking pipe, but it wasn’t ignited right now. 
“Good evening.” I gave her a court nod as I inspected the place. There were all sorts of curious items both behind the counter and on the shelves to both sides of the room. The place had a cozy and mysterious atmosphere, but I wasn’t here for window shopping.
“How much for these?” I went straight for the deal as I took two golden splades from my pockets. 
The woman gave the pieces of utensil an examining look, before frowning. “You don’t look like someone who’d steal from others, Mister. Those don’t seem like something a noble would pawn for no reason.” 
“My reasons have nothing to do with you,” I replied curtly. “Let’s say that I want to get some pocket money to spend for a few days, is that reason good enough?”
Louise had a pondering look as she played around with her pipe before putting it to the side. Instead, she took a monocle from one of her pockets and inspected the splades again. She took one of them with her hand and raised it closer to her eye, as if trying to see even the smallest details. 
“Well, well, well, what do we see here?” Louise said as her smile grew wide. “Pure gold of the highest quality, and if that wasn’t amazing enough, one thousand’s part of its alloy contains goddamn orichalcum!” 
I kept my silence, not showing any surprise and not denying anything. When dealing with merchants, especially with such suspicious ones, you needed to keep yourself from giving away anything that could give them an edge over you. 
“Just who the Hell are you, boy?” the woman asked, her expression a bit wary. 
“Curiosity killed the cat,” I replied coldly.
“Clothes that wouldn’t look out of place even on royalty, grass-like hair, hmm. . .” she pondered before exclaiming, “Aha, so you’re that famous troublemaker from Mellos house, huh?”
“Maybe,” I gave her a half-hearted answer, “maybe not. Perhaps I’m an imposter, or just someone who has similar features. The only thing that really matters here is—how much?”
Louise pondered for a moment before giving her answer, “The materials alone are very precious, but the handiwork is also impeccable, and it even has a special enhancement to prevent any corruption or contamination. Let’s see. . . Thirty golden coins for each of them sounds about right.”
Honestly, even after listening to Fio yesterday, I was still kind of clueless on Al’Delia’s currencies. Yeah, I knew that they had different values depending on their metal, which also corresponded to power Stages. Ten bronze coins to one steel coin, and then the ratio was a hundred to one, starting from silver and up to platinum. Mithril coins and above were extremely rare. A fun fact—coins were apparently created either by gods or some ancient civilizations and, like some cryptocurrencies on Earth, were limited in quantity. Which probably forced this world’s economics to stay very underdeveloped, but that wasn’t something I needed to worry about for now. 
“You forgot to consider the origin of those items,” I said after a short pause. “If your assumption is true, then those came from Archduke’s house. Perhaps, Xeereal Mellos himself used those pieces of tableware.”
“Too bad, but I can’t base my business on conjectures, even my own.” Louise shrugged. “Those splades don’t seem to be signed or anything, so. . . I won’t change my price. But. . .”
“But?” I asked when she gave me a faint smile.
“But I can pay you in saturated coins, instead,” she said in a tone that suggested that she just made a very generous offer. 
I believed myself to be a very good negotiator, and considered bargaining to be one of my fortes, but unfortunately I was both short on time and ignorant about prices. And I couldn’t remember hearing about coins being saturated—whatever it meant.
“Okay, have it your way.” I gave her a court node. “Also, please check these as well.”
I took three more splades from my pockets and placed them before her. In total, I’d “borrowed” five of them from the emperor. Someone could argue that stealing was bad, but I just considered those a kind of compensation for kidnapping me. I doubted that someone of Redion’s wealth would even notice their disappearance, but even my limited knowledge was enough to understand that thirty golden coins wasn’t a small sum of money to an ordinary person here. 
After a short discussion, we ended up agreeing on thirteen saturated golden coins—apparently the exchange rate was one of them for ten normal ones—plus ten normal golden coins, and one hundred saturated silver coins above that. I’d specifically asked her to give me some change, otherwise the total amount of money was equal to fifteen saturated golds. 
“Just as a hypothetical question, but how much would you give me for my current clothes?” I asked Louise after we decided on the price for my spoon-forks. I was considering if I should sell those, as they were too eye-catching and easily recognizable. 
The woman raised a brow at me. “Just one look is enough to say that those are some extravagant clothes made from materials of the highest quality. Even if my guess is wrong and your lashes and embellishments don’t contain anything like orichalcum, your outfit would still cost me a few saturated platinum coins. . . which I currently don’t have on my hands, obviously. In the first place, I don’t deal with clothes, you know? What a man of wealth and decency would expand his wardrobe from a pawnshop, anyway?” 
“What about this, then?” I pointed my finger at the black cloak at the rack in the far end of the room. “Don’t tell me that’s yours.” 
“No way, darling,” Louise giggled before bringing taking the cloak and bringing it to the counter. “Despite how it looks, this thing is actually an Artifact, though a weak one. Look.”
The woman put the cloak on, including the hood, and as soon as she did I could no longer see her face—only two dim red flames for eyes were visible, the rest of her visage obscured by darkness. 
“What do you think?” Louise asked, her voice changing completely, now sounding like a low rumble. She totally looked like a third-rate villain, now. “It’s only a Common Artifact, but it serves its purpose well enough. The next time you need some anonymity, you could just use it, though it has no real use in combat, unless your opponent is at a lower Stage than you are.” 
From what Fio had told me, Artifacts were ranked by their Rarities just like Aspects and Elements, and their usability usually scaled with their owner’s power. To use an Artifact, a person first needed to link it with their Vis Heart or Mana Core, which restricted the potential number of Artifacts one could use. As a Hero, I was capable of handling as much as four at the same time. Also, some Artifacts had a different effect depending on if they were linked to a Heart or a Core. 
“How much?” I asked. “And is this the only Artifact you have?” 
Louise shrugged as she took off the cloak. “I have five Artifacts, but I doubt that the rest would be of any interest to you,” she replied in her normal voice before adding, “and the money you just earned won’t be enough for three of them, anyway. This one is almost useless, and it’s still going to cost you four saturated golds.” 
The price surprised me a bit, but it wasn’t that exaggerated considering that we were talking about a magical item here. The only other Artifact I could afford was of the Common Rarity as well—a bracelet that allowed its owner to move faster for a few seconds once every couple of hours. The increase in speed was marginal at the lower Stages, and those at the higher ones could afford something better, but as it still was something useful in combat it cost two times more than the cloak. 
I didn’t want to spend half of my fortune on something that could or couldn’t be useful to me. Moreover, I had no plans to engage in any combat any time soon—by this world’s standards I was still very, very weak. So slightly improving my strength in the short-term wasn’t even something worth considering. As for the cloak, I had some interesting ideas for how to use it in combination with my Human Forte. 
After some deliberations and negotiations, I ended up buying the cloak and a decent-looking leather bag—it cost me two saturated silvers. I also received a small money pouch as a free bonus, which then got filled with nine saturated gold coins, ten normal ones, and ninety-eight saturated silvers. 
As I counted the received coins—just in case—I also inspected them carefully. The golden ones definitely seemed to be made of pure, shining gold, but that wasn’t what caught my attention the most. More importantly, the metal was emitting heat and light. To make sure, I even placed one of the coins in a dim shadow—yeah, it wasn’t just shining, it was actually glowing. 
“Can’t you see that they are all saturated just from a glance?” Louise commented with a slightly displeased frown. “There’s no reason to demonstrate such a distrust in the open.”
“Trust but verify,” I replied with a proverb. 
On another note, the one depicted on the coins was a familiar-looking busty woman—Aefortunea, the Goddess of Humans or something like that. Interestingly enough, on the silvers her appearance was a bit younger than on the golds, and she had more clothes as well. Of course, she had different poses as well, a more seductive one on the coins of higher value. 
“It was a pleasure doing business with you,” I said to Louise as I took one of the golden coins and tossed it to her. She caught it flawlessly, as if she had been doing it her entire life. “I hope that my presence here will stay a secret, what do you think?”
“Have more trust in me, darling!” Louise beamed at me as the coin disappeared between her fingers. “You were never here, okay? And do I understand it right, that you don’t plan to retrieve your items, yes? Then I won’t even need your signature, or to add you to my customer lists.”
“I’m glad that we have an understanding, but if worst comes to worst then at least don’t tell anyone that I bought anything from you,” I replied as I packed the cloak into the bag and turned my back to Louise. “Farewell, Miss Louise.” 
“Goodbye,” her voice sounded as I was leaving through the door. “And it’s Mrs Louise Astorre to you!”
I left the pawnshop, hoping that when the emperor’s people eventually came for her, she would at least keep silent about the cloak. Then again, as a Common Artifact, it wasn’t that rare of an item, so using it alone to find me would be a useless endeavor. 
“Oh, I told you girls that he won’t secretly escape through the back door!” one of the maid girls—the youngest, I assumed—— exclaimed as she saw me. 
“Shh, Enna, he can hear you!” the second maid glared at her friend—or, most likely, sister.
“Sorry, Sir,” the oldest maid said as she bowed elegantly but not too deeply. “My sisters can be a bit noisy at times.”
“So you three are siblings.” I nodded. “Don’t worry, I’m not easily offended by children.”
“I’m a full-fledged adult, though,” the girl called Enna pouted.
“Here’s your adult reward then, girls,” I said as I took three silvers from the pouch at my waist and held them out towards the eldest sister. She took the money with a hint of hesitation, giving me a surprised look.
“T-those are saturated, Sir. . .”
“Well yeah,” I nodded, “you can take them.”
“Thank you very much!” the oldest girl said as she bowed to me deeply, the other two followed in her stead soon after. 
“Remember, you never met me, okay?” I said.
“Y-yes, Sir!” 
I parted with the overly glad girls after saying a brief goodbye to them. I had a destination in mind—Trade District. To be more specific, I was going to check the local garment shops. In the meantime, I also checked the overall prices to figure out what this world’s currency was worth relative to the Earth’s money, though that was a work in progress and definitely not my priority. 
Around fifteen minutes after parting with the girls, I looked like a completely different person. At least if you looked at my outfit alone. I’d visited a medium-sized boutique, buying two sets of clothes—the one I was wearing now, which would fit an upper class citizen but wasn’t extravagant, and another set consisting of the cheapest garments that particular shop could offer, which still put me somewhere in the middle class. 
Overall, the style used by most people I could see was closer to what was popular at the end of the nineteenth century in Europe. As of now, I was in a double-breasted dark blue coat over a linen shirt of the same color, with gray breeches that made me feel a bit embarrassed. The boutique vendor had tried very hard to sell me a fedora, but I’d managed to convince him to replace it with a bowler hat. 
Carefully trying to hide the upper part of my face with my hat, I made my way towards a lonely alley with no one in sight. I’d already recovered most of my Human Vis, and honestly was already getting a bit paranoid about my potential pursuers. I needed to change my appearance for good. 
Making sure that no one was in sight for the fifth time, I closed my eyes and concentrated on the Heart slowly beating in the right part of my chest. Slowly and carefully, I guided the precious Vis to my face, ordering it to change my form yet again. The look I was going for was somewhere between my original face and Grassboy’s, except with a thick stubble to make me even less recognizable. Additionally, I also decided to change the color of my hair to chocolate brown, because why not? 
When I opened my eyes again, I was completely unrecognizable from before—I knew it, despite having no way to actually check it. I could create a piece of glass, but it wouldn’t be as good as a mirror. For a moment, I felt relief. 
Now, no one could find me. It was close to impossible to link the current me to the escaped Hero. My clothes were different, my face was different, and even my voice had already been changed. More than that—I planned to leave this city as soon as possible, preferably before the end of the day. And yet, why was there that foreboding sense of discomfort that I’d been vaguely feeling each time I left the populated streets?
“That’s a really fascinating Ability you have there, Sir Jesse,” the answer came from above me as a familiar voice made me freeze in place. 
I raised my head to see an expressionless figure looking at me from the roof of the nearby building. 
Well then, I’m screwed, was my only thought before I followed my instinct and broke into a run. Except, all resistance was futile before the overwhelming power of a cat girl. . .




Chapter 17

I made only ten steps or so before a figure descended from above, blocking my way. I tried to avoid her, jumping to the side, but she moved as well, faster than my eye could perceive. 
“If I didn’t know better, I’d assume that you’re trying to run away from me, Sir Jesse?” Fio asked as she tilted her head. She had me more or less cornered, with the only way for escape being going past her. Of course, even if that wasn’t the case, I had no hope to outrun someone of her level. 
I gave up on escaping, instead choosing another method. I gave her a confused and fearful look before replying, “Miss, y-you are scaring me! I don’t know of any, Jesse, you got a wrong person! My name is Patrick, and I’m just a normal merchant!”
“You don’t need to play the fool, Sir Jesse,” Fio replied calmly as she took a step forward, forcing me to take a step back, my back against the wall. 
“Y-you really mistook me for someone else, do I even look like that Jesse person?” I said, trying to figure out what to do. 
Shit, how can she even be so sure that it’s me?! I thought. And for how long has she been following me? It couldn’t be for long. . . How did she find me, anyway? This situation doesn’t make any sense! 
Standing just a foot away from me, Fio leaned even closer. I couldn’t help but take a gulp. She was damn gorgeous. As she placed her head right near the bottom of my neck, she started to sniff with her nose like an animal would. 
“Yeah, you’re Sir Jesse without any doubt,” she whispered right to my ear. “My nose wouldn’t lie.”
“W-what are you, a dog?!” I exclaimed, but didn’t dare to move. I felt softness pressing on my chest—her bountiful mammaries. 
Damn, now I also need to hold myself back from getting a boner! I thought, as I sent a fistful of Human Vis to my crotch, making it calm down. That was one of the uses of my Forte, a very convenient one. 
“A cat,” Fio replied as she distanced herself from me, now standing a few feet away. “Didn’t they teach you on Earth that cats have a sense of scent vastly superior to that of a human? And, in some aspects, it’s even better than that of a dog.”
Well, I remember hearing something like that from a friend, but what the actual Heck?! I thought with frustration. 
“Don’t tell me you tracked me by my scent. . .” I murmured, knowing that there was no escape from her anymore. 
“I see you’re no longer trying to feign ignorance, Sir Jesse,” Fio noted with a small nod. “Yes, it wasn’t that hard. Anyone with a Passive Transformation and an Aspect that significantly enhanced one’s olfactory sense could’ve done the same. I guess that it’s my fault for not explaining something so basic to you, for that I apologize.” 
Seeing her giving me a courteous bow like normal, made me sigh with resignation. It seemed that I could only accept my fate and take the damn Oath, whatever it would mean for me. I didn’t want to make things even more difficult for the girl before me. I only hoped that she would keep my Human Forte a secret. 
“Okay, you got me, Fio,” I said. “Did you speak of my absence to anyone else?”
“No,” she replied curtly. “I also left the palace without garnering anyone’s attention.”
“Can I ask you to keep my little adventure and my ability to change appearance a secret, then?” I asked her in a pleading tone. “I will return to the palace with you, and we’ll pretend like nothing ever happened, okay?”
“I never intended to share information that could endanger you, Sir Jesse,” she said. “In fact, I think you misunderstand my intentions to begin with.” 
“Huh?”
“Do I understand it right that you don’t want to swear the Oath of Twelve, and so you planned to escape the palace while everyone is busy with the banquet?” Fio asked, to which I nodded, as the answer was obvious enough. 
“Right, so?” I asked with a hint of anticipation. 
“With how things are right now, you’ll be caught before tomorrow,” she declared mercilessly. “That is, unless I help you. Which is exactly what I’m going to do.”
I gave her a look of both gratitude and bewilderment. “Really?! But why?! Wouldn’t that make you my accomplice?! Even in the worst case scenario, I don’t think they would punish me too harshly, but you aren’t a Chosen Hero. . . Do you understand how dangerous it is?!”
A part of me was delighted by her offer, but another felt guilty. And yet another was just confused at the sudden offer and wary of the fact that, according to Fio, my plan was destined to fail without her assistance. 
“We still should have a couple of hours before they catch wind of our absence, so let’s change our location to something more civil and discuss our course of action,” Fio said, not really answering any of my questions. Instead, she gestured for me to follow her before making her way through the alley. 
Five minutes later, we were sitting at the table inside a tavern. The place was filled with a festive mood and dozens of people, all drinking while loudly speaking with each other. Our table was in the corner of the room, far from the more populated part of the tavern, where no one could listen in to our conversation. 
Fio was sitting opposite of me, wearing a brown cloak very similar to my black one, which I’d put on before leaving with her. I had my hood down, but hers was up to hide her breathtaking face and cat ears. We didn’t want to attract too much attention, after all. Two mugs of beer were standing on the table, untouched. We’d ordered them to be allowed to stay here like actual customers—no one liked freeloaders, after all. 
“So you’re telling me that despite my completely changed appearance, people who know my scent could still recognize me?” I got straight to the gist of the problem.
“Something like that,” Fio confirmed. “I managed to find you mostly because I’d decided to check on you after you didn’t leave the bathroom for half an hour, so your scent was still fresh.”
“Wait, half an hour?!” I raised a brow at her. “Didn’t I tell you to wait for at least an hour? And how did you even get inside so fast?!”
“I forgot to mention it, but I actually have the master key to unlock most of the room in the palace,” she explained. “As for why I checked on you so soon, what harm there was?”
“What harm, she says. . .” I could only shudder as I imagined being intruded on by her while in the middle of doing the deed. Also, if I’d been stuck in the bathroom for just ten more minutes, I’d have been caught red-handed. 
“When I realized that you’d already left the palace, I just used the opening you had made in the window to descend to the ground unnoticed by the guards,” she explained further. “I then left the castle premises by passing the walls in a place I knew to have the least defenses. I was really surprised when I found you looking exactly like Sir Gracebow. I even thought that I’d made a lapse in judgment, but I still continued to keep an eye on you. Until, finally, witnessing your transformation first-hand.”
“I didn’t notice that someone was stalking me at all.” I sighed. “I’m lucky that it was just you and not one of the emperor’s spies or assassins.” 
I instantly had an impolite thought—what if she was one of his spies or assassins? A cat girl maid assassin. . . That would suit her well. In fact, her usual expression would fit a hired killer way more than it was fitting a maid. 
She nodded. “I made sure to erase my own tracks and most of yours. I destroyed the rope you’d made and also broke the two windows so that it seemed more like an invasion from the outside. For anyone who was going to investigate, that would look like someone entered the palace from the outside and kidnapped you.”
“I still don’t understand why you are doing this,” I said, looking right into her pure, cerulean eyes. “Aren’t you working for the emperor?”
“It seems you misunderstood something, Sir Jesse,” Fio said, holding my gaze. “You’re the one I’m sworn to serve, not anyone else. No matter what happens, I’ll be on your side. Always.”
“But why?” I asked again, for despite her words being really touching, they didn’t explain anything. “You’ve known me for just two days. I’ve done nothing to deserve your trust or loyalty.”
“Do you remember what I told you about the Aeforte Church?”
“Actually,” I said with a wry smile, “I kind of missed that part. I know that’s the main religious institution of the empire, that it worships Aefortunea and holds significant influence, but beyond that. . .”
Fio sighed as she raised her mug and took a sip from it for the first time since we’d taken our seats. “Listen here, Jesse!” she exclaimed, as she thumped the mug on the table. “The Church worships that busty Goddess of humans and the Heroes are considered to be just under her, okay?! The Church’s Matriarch and Cardinals will be there to witness the Oath of Twelve, but not all of them are supportive of this tradition. Some consider it a violation of divine will, after all if Goddess wanted to put restrictions on her Heroes, she would’ve just done it while summoning them, yeah?!”
“W-wait, calm down for a sec, Fio!” I said desperately as her clamoring started to attract attention. Honestly, I was completely stunned by the sudden change in her personality. The cold and stoic girl was gone, now the cat maid was acting and talking like a damn sailor.
Fio took another big sip from her mug, before continuing, completely ignoring the strange glances people were giving us, “Who do you think Hero servants are, Jesse? Why do you think all those talented young people acted so lovey-dovey towards you, complete strangers? Because almost all of us bodyguard candidates are followers of the Church, the best of the best, okay? I’m kind of a big deal as well, you know?”
“Y-you didn’t strike me like a religious type, Fio,” I said quietly, hoping that she would get the clue and lower her voice as well. Of course she did nothing of the sort.
“You’re damn right, I’m not!” The cat girl struck the table with her mug after drinking the rest of her beer. I noticed that the air around us started to get colder and a thin layer of frost appeared on her mug’s handle. “Did you know that according to the Church, only the Goddess has the right to have big titties?! Can you imagine how I suffered because of that?! And yet, to achieve my goals I joined the Church, working hard to become one of the youngest Bishops in history, all for what? To swear an Oath to serve the first Hero who chooses me?! C’mon, bitch, how is this even fair?! I wanted to become a damn Matriarch, you know?! Not to serve some lecherous bastard from another world!” 
A lecherous bastard?! I thought in exasperation. So this is what she really thinks of me. . .
As if she could read my thoughts, Fio stood up and patted me on the shoulder, her fingers sending a stream of coldness even through my clothes, “I’m not talking about you, Jesse, you’re fine! You’re a good man, c’mon, stop pouting! I was just describing my past thoughts, alright? Anyway, so you see, pal, I’m bound to you now. By a similar damn Oath to what you’re trying to avoid. So even if I had any choice, I would still help you. Also, if you want to mess up the royal family’s plans, you can always count me in! What do you think?”
Who the Hell are you and where’s my calm and collected cat maid, woman?! I wanted to shout at her, but held myself back. I’d met a couple of people who completely changed when under alcohol, but hadn’t her transformation only taken a sip? I gave a glance to my own, still untouched, mug. There’s nothing suspicious mixed in that beer, right? 
“Okay, let’s continue somewhere else, comrade,” I said to her in a half-whisper, as I stood up from my chair. I won’t be drinking something that made Fio like that, she was the one paying for the beers anyway.
“Okay, man, let’s find somewhere else to have some fun,” she said before glaring at the other customers. “What are you looking at, hah?! Do any of you want to fight?!”
Most people turned away, shaking their heads, but a couple of particularly brawny men stood up as well, glaring at Fio defiantly. Well, that lasted only until she met their glares with her own, which made the guys pale in fright and fall down on their buttocks—some were lucky enough to end up back in their seats, while a couple landed on the floor. 
“Sorry for the trouble!” I said to the overweight barkeeper who had been standing still for a while, unsure what he should do. When I threw him a saturated silver coin, though, he caught it with the grace of a swan.
I almost dragged Fio out of the tavern—which was possible only with her silent consent, obviously, as she was vastly stronger than me—and soon we were inside a small inn nearby. My companion who boasted unparalleled beauty and surprisingly sharp tongue had paid the fee for a small apartment on the third floor. After closing the door we sat down on the only bed in the room—a few feet away from each other, obviously—and resumed our conversation.
“How did you like my acting, Sir Jesse?” Fio said with her perfectly blank poker face. To my astonishment, she was suddenly back to normal. Wait, acting?
“Not bad, I think you are almost at my level,” I said as I gave a nod of acknowledgement, like a teacher who was praising his student. No way, has she been pretending the whole time after sipping on her drink and until now?! 
“To tell you the truth, Sir Jesse, you also played along perfectly,” she said as her eyes locked with mine, “I’d have even thought that my pretense tricked you, if I didn’t know any better.”
I shook my head with a smile. “You still have a lot to learn before you could consider trying to deceive me with your acting, Fio.”
“I see, as expected of a Hero who picked me, of all people.” The cat girl nodded to herself, as if that made perfect sense. 
“Anyway,” I said, trying to change the topic before she could see through my bluff, “why did you try to gather so much attention? We should leave the capital before they start looking for me, so why give them more clues?”
Fio gave me a faint smile. “I think you already know the answer, but let me clarify nonetheless. We won’t be leaving the city. You will. Alone. In the meantime, I’ll create a fake trace for them to follow.” 
I couldn’t help but notice that her usually emotionless stare had a hint of respect now. When did it appear? Perhaps it had been there before, but I’d just been missing it until now. 
“I don’t like the sound of it,” I replied with a frown. “What if you’re caught?”
“Don’t underestimate me, Sir Jesse,” she answered. “I can fend for myself. At least, much better than the current you.”
I couldn’t argue with that. But still, putting her at risk for my sake just didn’t feel right. Then again, what choice had I, really? According to Fio, I was guaranteed to get caught unless I cooperated with her. 
“Look me in the eyes and tell me that you know what you are doing, Fio,” I said with a note of worry. “I don’t want anyone to sacrifice themselves for my sake.”
Her breathtaking cerulean eyes locked with mine, and leaning in close enough to make me skip a beat, Fio said with conviction, “I’ll be alright, Jesse. Even if I pretended to be overly emotional back in the tavern, everything I’d said there was true. I’m an ambitious woman, not someone who would put others before myself. While I’m bound to you by an Oath, I still have my free will. And helping you is going to benefit me in many ways. I’m doing it for myself, first and foremost.”
I sighed as I turned my gaze away. Against my will, my heartbeat had started to rapidly rise at her words—it wasn’t their content that affected me, but the way she was speaking to me, slowly, gently, like she was confessing her feelings to a lover. Except, Fio was actually proclaiming how egoistic she was, and that she wasn’t motivated by altruism alone. I wouldn’t want to have it any other way, either. It was way easier to trust and believe in mutual benefits than in loyalty and ideals. 
I cleared my throat before recovering my wits and facing Fio again. “Okay, I get it. So, what’s the plan? There’s a lot I want to ask you, but as we both know, there’s no time to spare.”
“Indeed, there’s only an hour before the last Centipe-train leaves, we need to hurry up,” the maid said, her voice and expression back to their usual calmness. 
“Excuse me, the last what?” I exclaimed, having a bad feeling. 
I didn’t miss my cat girl maid suddenly entering her lecturer mode. “Let me start from the beginning. . .” 
And so, Fio gave me the summary of her plan. I didn’t like it. But it could just be our only option. 
***
Redion Cor Fortium was in a bad mood. At first, everything went according to his plan. He gathered his subjects and Heroes alike at the grand banquet, which was supposed to prove to the nobles that their monarch had actually succeeded at the legendary feat of summing Chosen Heroes. That would cement his prestige in the eyes of his loyal subordinates. As a side project, he had that failure of a son of Xeereal Melos cause some trouble—the Archduke was growing to be too influential for Redion’s tastes. As the sole ruler of Al’Delia, he already had seven kings to worry about, so keeping his so-called allies in check was a necessity. And what would lessen the authority of a noble more than an incompetent successor?
Except, Gracebow overdid it. While he was manipulated into provoking the Heroes, he said something that shouldn’t have been said even as a joke. And, worst of all, a certain Hero didn’t miss that mistake. 
Jesse Roy. Redion had already grown to hate that name. He was a Hero who wasn’t supposed to be summoned. He was a man who was asking too many questions. He was full of doubts, and yet he was just good enough of a speaker to avoid challenging his betters too openly. He was a problem, but also a very important piece that, if used wisely, could bring countless benefits. 
Redion had been wary about that irregular Hero since the beginning. He was different from the rest, that was obvious just from a glance. And yet, he still ended up underestimating that earthling. Jesse Roy managed to do something that no one had achieved in decades—make Redion lose his calm. Nonetheless, how could a mere child compete with literally the most influential human on Aethelrend and his almost a century’s worth of experience? In the end, the boy lost to the monarch, but that didn’t make Redion any less frustrated.
At the moment, Redion was in the middle of a discussion with the two invited Archdukes and some of the Dukes as well. Of course, his beloved daughter was accompanying him as well. Her presence calmed his heart, and almost made him forget his recent failure. But only almost. 
“After speaking to each of the Heroes, I’m rather impressed,” said Floerden, the one some also called the Crimson Archduke. “They adapted to their new life surprisingly fast.”
“Can’t argue with that,” Xeereal added, “I especially like that Merlin boy. He has both ambition and courage. I bet that he’s going to show us something amazing one day.”
“Nah, Jesse is still the best!” Christinia said, ignoring the strange looks others gave her. “I’ll guarantee you, other Heroes aren’t even at his level!”
The reason why his daughter’s bright presence still couldn’t mend Redion’s soul was simple—she was head over heels for that detestable Hero. He couldn’t blame her either—objectively, he was the most competent of the bunch, at least if you ignored his relatively lackluster Aspects and Elements. Perhaps that was a blessing in disguise, and Christinia would manage to put the only unstable element of the group in check.
“Speaking of which,” said Eylaenne, the Crimson Archduke’s daughter, “I haven’t seen Sir Jesse and his maid for a while. . . Where are they?”
Those words alarmed Redion as he activated his Mana Core and swept his Mana Sense throughout the royal hall. Gone. Jesse Roy and Fio Arrodia weren’t present. The emperor cursed himself for letting his guard down. As someone at the Adamantium Stage, he could’ve been aware of everything happening around him if he so wished. Of course, that would’ve been annoying and distracting with so many people around, so that was something reserved for combat situations. And as a result, two important people left the room without his notice. He had a bad feeling about this. 
After asking the Heroes and servants—including those guarding the exit—it was revealed that, apparently, Jesse Roy had experienced an acute stomach and had left more than an hour ago. That almost made Redion feel silly for worrying, but his intuition, sharpened by decades of experience and his Aspect, still screamed in alarm. And for a good reason. 
After closing his eyes and extending his Mana Sense to encompass the entire palace—which took him a few minutes to achieve—Redion found out that both the Hero and his supposed bodyguard were gone. Not without a trace, fortunately. 
The bathroom on the fourth floor had broken windows and obvious signs of intrusion. And battle. For one thing, half of the room was completely frozen and filled with snow—something related to Fio’s Element. As a consequence of that, though, barely any scent remained on the floor. 
After examining the “crime scene” with his Mana Sense, Redion felt an urge to give chase by himself, but that wasn’t something a person of his status would do. The same was equally true for the nobles present—in the first place, the emperor wanted to keep the incident a secret for now. Whether it was a kidnapping or just a clever escape attempt, both would tarnish his authority in the eyes of the Heroes and his subjects. The best case scenario would be finding Jesse Roy before anyone else realized the problem. 
I need to contact Dyrrex and Night Blades, Redion thought as he deactivated his Mana Sense. He was still in the middle of the royal hall, and others were looking at him expectantly. He suppressed his anger and opened his eyes, showing the surrounding people his trademark smile. 
“There’s nothing to worry about, Jesse is just resting in his room,” Redion lied without any shame.. “But I exerted myself a bit too much and need to get some air. Can you entertain the guests in my stead, Chris?”
“Yes, daddy!” His daughter beamed at him.
Redion needed to act and act fast. Before his failure became public knowledge.




Chapter 18

I squinted my eyes at the bright red sunset glow that covered the entire sky above. Right now, Fio and I were standing at the train station. Or, rather, at the Centype-train station. And it was called that way for a reason. A big, scary as Hell, reason. 
The train itself was rather normal, its railcars not much different from those that were used on Earth in the nineteenth century. The station was filled with people, most carrying their heavy luggage to the last train of the day. There was one disturbing thing that they all were treating as completely normal, though—the damn giant centipede at the front instead of a locomotive. 
I mean, what the Hell?! I couldn’t help but think as I glanced at the severely oversized insect in the distance. Its body was more than two hundred feet in length, but only a dozen in width. The creature was resting on the railroad and there was a sort of carriage attached to its back. And that thing was supposed to pull a few dozen railcars all the way to the Al’Delia borders.
I was never someone to hate insects. As could be seen from the fact that one of my Aspects was Arachnid, I kind of liked spiders and scorpions—I even had a pet tarantula when I’d been a little brat—even though I’d be the first person to smack anyone who’d claim them to be insects. They were a completely different species, even though there were some visual similarities. But as for centipedes. . . I kind of hated them. And yes, they weren’t insects as well, as scientists would be glad to tell you. 
I was fine with creatures that had six appendages, maybe eight. But those with dozens and hundreds of them? They just creeped me out. And that giant monstrosity made me reconsider our plan for a moment. Of course, I fought back my uneasiness and decided to keep my mouth shut. 
“Here’s your ticket,” Fio said as she placed a piece of paper in my hand. 
“How did you get it?” I asked. “Is this even legit or is it a fake?”
“Do you remember when I left you for a few minutes?” Fio asked, but didn’t wait for my answer. “I visited a second-hand ticket seller back then. They’re people who buy tickets beforehand and then resell them for increased prices for whoever urgently needs one.” 
“Sounds shady,” I commented.
“It’s a legit business, Sir Ronald.” I winced at the name. That was my new identity—a temporary one. Unfortunately, the name had been chosen without my input, and wasn’t just random—I was impersonating a real person, though I hadn’t taken his looks yet as I’d never seen him. I changed some details to fit their description, but not real facial features. That was a man who, according to Fio, owned her something and also was the contact she wanted me to meet. 
“Yeah, sure.” I shrugged. “On another note, you look neat. . .”
At the moment, Fio was no longer a cat girl maid. Instead, she was a busty prince charming—the only way I could describe her. First of all, she was wearing the outfit that Christinia had provided me yesterday. Apparently, enhanced clothes could fit whoever was wearing them. Then, there was an even more surprising detail—Fio had normal human ears, no longer having any cat-like features. And although her hair was still snow-white and her eyes cerulean-blue, her entire atmosphere completely changed. 
“Flattery will get you nowhere, Sir Ronald.” She sure liked to quote me whenever she had a chance. “You’re a bit too old for me.”
Yes, I was pretending to be a middle-aged man. To be precise, the real Ronald Flauxeg was forty-six, but as I didn’t need to be exactly like him—not at the moment, anyway—I’d made my looks to be closer to someone in their mid-thirties. I still had followed Fio’s advice, making my hair flaxen, my eyes orange, and my face a bit less handsome. Just a bit. Also, I’d added myself a thick mustache and even managed to change my scent, somehow. 
I argued with a fake bitterness, “Even in my world, it’s not uncommon to see pairs where a man is twice as old as his woman, so I think it’s even more acceptable here.”
“Yes, but I prefer younger men,” Fio replied, pretending to be coy. 
“I hope you’re not into teenagers, Miss,” I teased her. 
“To be precise, I’m into men who’re twenty-three years old,” she said with a barely noticeable smirk. 
“Okay, you got me here.” I shook my head, right before a horn sounded from the carriage at the top of the mega-centipede, as was its official name. That was meant to notify people that the train would be departing in ten minutes. 
“It seems you should hurry up, Sir Ronald,” Fio said with a frown. “If you miss this train, things would become very complicated.”
Indeed, there weren’t many ways to leave Grand Liade unnoticed while getting far away quickly. Other than the Centipe-train, the other two common ways were along Al’De River by getting on a ship, or through air using this world’s version of dirigible balloon. The first option was too slow and would trap me on the water with no way out, while the other wasn’t even available on this particular day and was reserved for the richest of merchants and nobles. 
“Goodbye, Fio,” I said as I went for a hug. I had no ulterior motives of course, I just wanted to show her my appreciation—and yet, she completely avoided my touch, the only thing I hugged was air. 
Seeing my confusion, Fio explained, “It would be problematic if you get marked with the scent from those clothes.”
Indeed, she was wearing my old outfit to become the bait and create a false trail that would distract the people the emperor had probably already sent after me. She’d promised to find me when I arrived at my destination—Erreonsk, a small city in Brynhilden Queendom. I really wanted to believe that she was capable enough to accomplish that without a hitch. 
“Oh yeah, sorry.” I scratched the back of my head with a wry smile. I also doubted that she wanted to be hugged by a middle-aged man with a funny mustache. 
“Take that as well,” she handed me a small but weighty pouch, “you can’t always use valuable saturated coins for every little thing.” 
I checked the pouch’s content—it was filled with bronze and steel coins, of course none of them saturated, as they couldn’t be to begin with. Fio had already explained to me the value of this world’s money. In fact, it wasn’t just used as a currency, but also as a way to get stronger. And saturation was the key. 
“Thanks.” I nodded. “Well, then, I should be going, then.”

“Take care, Sir Ronald,” she said flatly “Please don’t get yourself in any trouble.”

“Can’t promise you that.” I gave her a wry smile. “But I can promise that I’ll solve whatever problems the world sends at me!” 
“One more thing,”  Fio said, as if suddenly remembering something. “Here.” She gave me yet another item—this time it was a ring made of pure white, smooth stone. 
“A-are you proposing to me?” I exclaimed.
She rolled her eyes at me, which coincided with yet another horn—five minutes left. “That’s a twin-Artifact, I have the same ring.” She said as she took the said item from her pocket and put it on her finger. “With this, I would always be able to find you.”
“And if you’re caught, it would lead Redion’s men to me. . .” I added.
“Don’t worry, if worst comes to worst, I’ll just swallow it.” She was dead serious. 
“Okay, I believe in you!” I said as I turned my heels towards the train and made a few hurried steps. As Fio had said before, I had no room for being late. “Goodbye, partner!” I shouted as I turned back to wave my hand at her, but my cat maid was nowhere in sight—most likely having already disappeared into the crowd that was here to bid farewell to those boarding the train. 
“Until we meet again, Jesse,” I heard a whisper inside my head. That was Fio’s voice, and it had a hint of affection in it—something really out of character for her. 
What the Hell, when did I start getting auditory hallucinations? I thought, but I had no time to ponder it too deeply as I rushed towards railcar number thirteen, which was actually at the end of the train and was reserved for VIPs. Or at least those wealthy enough to afford luxury-class tickets, one of which I showed to the attractive female conductor at the entrance. She gave me a polite smile and allowed me in, just in time for the another blast of the horn—one minute before departure. 
I barely had any baggage—only my second set of clothes inside my bag, and money. That wasn’t very good, considering that I was going to spend the next five days inside the train. Still, meals were included in the price of the ticket, and necessities like dental floss could be bought inside or at the stations, so I was good for the time being. The problem was—the train itself wasn’t going to get me to Erreonsk, only to Nearrapolis, a city at the border between Al’Delia Province and Brynhilden Province. 
Al’Delia had a rather peculiar administrative structure. Some millennia ago it had been just one of the many human kingdoms—and queendoms, to be fair to the ladies. But after the last Hero Summoning Ritual, it united the largest countries under its rule. Of course, even now there were still some smaller independent regions, but they weren’t worth mentioning. Basically, as a whole, Al’Delia consisted of eight different countries, which were also considered as provinces of the empire. Brynhilden being the poorest and weakest among them, at least at the moment. 
I examined my not so humble lodging. I sure was lucky with my ticket—if Fio had bought me a normal one, I’d have been forced to share the place with others. Instead, I had a room inside the railcar all to myself. Two beds attached to their respective walls were already neatly made, with sheets and blankets already arranged. Between the beds was a foldaway table and above them shelves for baggage. A large window opened onto a view of the station filled with people waving their hands at their loved ones. Of course, I couldn’t find Fio anywhere—I hoped that she’d already left far enough and was in the process of creating false trails for those who were searching for us. 
The horn blasted for the last time, this time way longer than ever before. What followed was the very peculiar sound of hundreds of very fast and powerful taps on a wooden surface. It really was chilling for me to realize the source of the noise—the mega-centipede had at last awoken. When the horn stopped, the train was already on the move.
I closed the door that led to my little abode and sat down on the soft bed. Absentmindedly looking out the window, I was trying to get used to the monotonous noise. It was annoying, but not more than the characteristic “choo-choo” of Earth’s trains. If you forgot the actual source of the sound, of course. 
The train was gaining more and more speed with each passing minute—which surprised me a bit. By my rough estimation, it was moving at the speed of at least twenty-five miles per hour.
How monstrous is this damn centipede?! I thought with alarm. I bet they also use them for battle. I wonder how they manage to control them at all. Maybe someone with a Centipede Aspect or something?
Before I knew it, the streets of the city were replaced with wilderness outside. In the meantime, Sol completely set, and Luna started to raise as its replacement. The outside world turned dark, way darker than I was used to, as there were no stars to brighten the sky. Thankfully, the room itself had magical glowing stones on the walls and ceiling, this world’s version of the lightbulb. I could even turn them on and off by using a switch near the door. 
With nothing else to do and being too excited and wary to fall asleep, I took one saturated silver coin from my more extravagant pouch. What greeted me on the obverse of the coin was Aefortunea in her mid-teens, striking a bashful pose. On the flip side, she was punching a three-headed wolf. . . 
Leaving the coin’s questionable aesthetics aside, it was a piece of art. Even more mysterious was the feeling of warmth I felt from it, as well as a weak silver glow. Now I knew what being saturated meant, thanks to the brief explanation I’d received from Fio while discussing her plan. 
I closed my eyes and focused my attention on the coin squeezed between my index finger and thumb. Slowly and carefully, I guided a part of my Arachnid Vis towards it. When it eventually touched the coin, I felt a stream of warm energy escaping from it and flowing into my hand. 
At first, the energy that entered my body was like a warm, gentle stream, but when it touched my Vis Hearts and Mana Cores, it gave me a hot, intense feeling. It was like my Hearts and Cores were fed some spicy food and longed for water. And I knew the way to quench their thirst. 
I started from my strongest Element, creating multiple pieces of broken glass between my outstretched hands. Then, with barely any pause, I joined my fingers together to weave spider threads from them. Next, I released a pleasant breeze to caress my hair and travel around the room. Last but not least, I activate my Human Vis to make the muscles in my arms bigger and tougher—something I hadn’t actually tried in practice yet. 
Only after spending about five minutes practicing my abilities in sequence, did my Hearts and Cores calmed down. After that really short bout of training, my entire body was covered in sweat, and I was almost out of breath. And yet, a contented smile blossomed on my lips. I made a certain mental command as I opened my eyes. 
Status Screen
Name: Jesse Roy
Age: 23
Designation: Chosen Hero (Irregular)
Aether Saturation: 50%
Vis Heart A: Bronze, Human (Unique), Level 0
Vis Heart B: Bronze, Arachnid (Uncommon), Level 0
Mana Core A: Bronze, Glass (Rare), Level 0
Mana Core B: Bronze, Air (Common), Level 0
Divine Gifts: Gift of Tongues, Gift of Knowledge, Gift of Original Sin
The only thing that had changed since the last time I checked that blue window was my Aether Saturation. And that was exactly what made the coins I’d been generously provided by Louise so special—they were literally saturated with Aether. And I could take away that energy for myself. 
As we hadn't had too much time to spare back when I’d received an explanation from Fio, I ended up learning only the basics. In simple terms, Aether Saturation was the thing that accelerated my progression with training my Hearts and Cores, which I’d already known from its description.. And increasing it using coins was just one of the ways—a wasteful one, to boot. The most used option to increase one’s Saturation was “simply” slaying monsters. Or to be more precise, killing anything that was powerful enough. Another way was to complete Divine Quests or Trials. There were also meditation techniques and special Artifacts, but nothing of sorts was available to me right now, of course.
I checked the silver coin I’d already placed on the table. It lost its glow, warmth, and mysterious aura, now being just an ordinary piece of metal. Well, not that ordinary, considering that it was still an item capable of storing Aether if you knew the method to supply it. Also, it’d lost nine tenths of its value in just a few minutes. 
After doing some mental math, comparing the prices I’d seen and what I’d heard from Fio, I made a very rough estimation of this world’s currency value. I couldn’t be very sure, but I’d say that one steel coin more or less equaled one dollar. Meaning, a saturated silver coin was worth a damned one grand. It made perfect sense now for the maid girls to be so happy with my “little tip”. 
Other than the obvious flaw of wasting money, increasing one’s Saturation with coins had another two downsides. First, that method only worked until your Saturation reached fifty percent. To increase it past that threshold, I would need to use some other method. Like, let’s say, risking my precious life and fighting monsters. Yikes. That wasn’t going to happen any time soon, at least I hoped not. 
While the Aether I’d gotten from the coin gave me a temporary boost in energy, it didn’t actually get rid of my exhaustion—far from it. This had been a very busy day, a turning point in my life almost as much as yesterday, if not more. With some help from Fio, but mostly on my own, I’d changed my fate from being under Redion’s thumb to having a semblance of freedom. That also meant that I wouldn’t have a powerful empire backing me up, on the contrary, I was going to become if not its enemy then at least someone whom it considered a hindrance. Not only had I been separated from my friends and family back on Earth, but I no longer had my fellow earthlings to talk to. With Fio being away to distract my chasers, I was totally and unmistakably alone. 
I gave a glance to the pure white ring on my finger. With a tired sigh, I switched off the lights, allowing the room to be engulfed in almost complete darkness—the half-moon, or rather Half-Luna, in the sky was hidden behind the clouds at the moment. I was worn out mentally, physically and even magically. With only enough strength to take off only my hat and dark blue vest, I lay down on the bed, placed my head on the soft pillow, and closed my eyes. And then, with the clatter of hundreds of legs as a lullaby, I descended into the kingdom of sweet dreams. 
***
Qinsler Redslow, a Bishop of Cowardice, was in a great mood. He was standing on a high platform in the middle of their temporary base, and dozens of his followers were watching him with anticipation. 
“My contact in Nearrapolis brought us delightful news!” Qinsler declared as he spread his arms as if giving the little crowd a hug. “The opportunity for us to accomplish the most illustrious of tasks, the opportunity to prove our faith to His Sinfulness and raise our rank in the Church!”
Each of the people present was wearing a mask and a cloak, but Qinsler still managed to show his unmatched sense of style. His crimson cloak was covered in golden decorations and embellished with a complex silver pattern reminiscent of a butterfly spreading its wings. His orange mask hid the top half of his face and radiated a fiery glow. Despite being representative of the sin of Cowardice, both his attire and gestures screamed boldness and confidence. 
Excited whispers echoed through what seemed to be an ancient temple, abandoned for who knew how long. Qinsler slowly raised his hand, silencing the group as if by magic. Everyone waiting for him to elaborate on his findings.
“A perfect sacrifice for His Sinfulness was found. . .” the Bishop said quietly, almost in a whisper. And yet, no one missed his words. For, he was about to reveal shocking, incomprehensible news.
Only when the tension couldn’t be any higher and some of the sin worshipers barely held themselves back from opening their mouths, did Qinsler finally continue. He said only three short, simple words, and yet they caused a crazed stir among those present. 
“. . .a dragon egg.”
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