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      Danny took a deep breath of salty sea air as the ocean breeze blew past. It held a hint of rot today. From the direction, he figured it must be blowing over the base’s dump. He and his team had only been transferred to Marine Base Six a week ago. Situated on a peninsula jutting into the Pacific Ocean on the southernmost island in the Empire of the Rising Sun’s main chain, Base Six was primarily a recovery base. Soldiers wounded in action around the world were sent here for however long it took to get them combat ready again.

      He touched his stomach where the shrapnel had struck. The scar still itched three months later though thankfully it no longer hurt. The doc said it was pure luck that the metal hit where it did. A few inches higher and Danny would’ve bled out on the battlefield the same as two of his less fortunate teammates.

      Damn terrorists. Their IED had knocked the team for a loop. They were lucky it was a set-and-forget model and none of the enemy was nearby to finish off the wounded.

      That was the only thing lucky about the situation. Nothing good ever happened when you were playing in the sandbox. If you weren’t getting shot at, you were getting blown up. The food sucked and the living quarters at Firebase Three sucked harder. The glamorous life of a Marine was everything his father warned him about when he tried to talk Danny out of joining.

      He blew out a breath and turned to look out over the ocean. It was peaceful here, despite being only a couple hundred miles from the Iron Empire. Maybe that was why they didn’t bring soldiers straight home to the Alliance for their recovery. Danny had no clue himself. Someone far further up the chain than a mere lance corporal had no doubt decided it was a good idea and if a general decided that, then everyone of lower rank would agree.

      The growl of an approaching Jeep preceded a familiar voice shouting, “Yo, DJ! You coming with us or not?”

      Private first class Eric Young stood in the back of an overloaded Jeep, his uniform unbuttoned to show off an impressive physique. It also showed off the two bullet wounds Eric had picked up on their last deployment. The rest of the squad was jammed into the front and back, practically sitting on each other’s laps.

      “I told you, Suzy’d kill me if she found out I visited the geishas.”

      “Man, she’s half a world away in Sentinel City. How’s she ever going to find out?”

      “She’ll take one look at my guilty face and know I screwed up somehow and when she asks me, I’ll have to tell her. We swore never to lie to each other. So you boys have fun and make damn sure you’re back on base when that eight-hour pass runs out.”

      “So you just gonna waste our first pass in a month hanging out here?” Eric asked.

      Danny shook his head. “No, I’m going to take a walk through the shopping district. See if I can get a good deal on a ring.”

      “Finally work up the guts to pop the question?” Hunter asked.

      Danny grinned. “I’ve got six months left on my enlistment. Suzy graduates from college two months after that. Soon as she gets her diploma, I’ll be on one knee with my fingers crossed.”

      Eric laughed. “Man, you’re too young to be getting married. You should party hard until thirty at least, then settle down. You’re fucking it all up.”

      Danny shook his head. “Get out of here. And remember to behave yourselves. This is an allied nation and we’re guests. Your actions reflect on the Marines and the Alliance.”

      “You’re such a stiff,” Eric said, still laughing. “Hit it, Hopkins. We’re out of here.”

      The Jeep sped away and Danny followed it toward the gate at a more sedate pace. They were all good guys. At twenty-two, Danny only had three or four years on them, but sometimes he felt way older. Three years of dodging bullets in the desert aged you in a hurry. It also made you appreciate the important things in life.

      The MP on duty at the front gate took a cursory look at Danny’s pass and waved him through. The shopping district was only a mile from base and it was a beautiful morning for a walk.

      Danny ambled along the sidewalk, pausing only to wave at the driver of a deuce and a half bringing in supplies. The big trucks came and went at all hours of the day and night, their diesel engines filling the crisp air with sulfur.

      He’d worked with the quartermaster for a month between deployments and found he had a knack for organization. His hope was to find a job with a logistics company when he left the Marines.

      A little smile creased his lips. When he left, not if. Whenever his CO asked if he planned to reenlist, Danny would hem and haw without giving a real answer. But in his heart he knew when his time was up, he was done. He already had nightmares about the men he’d killed. Adding more faces to the collection didn’t appeal to him at all. Getting shot or blown up again appealed to him even less. He’d avoided the Reaper so far; no sense pushing his luck.

      The shopping district consisted of walking paths lined with shops and stands. The smell of sizzling meat filled the air despite lunch being a few hours away. A modest crowd browsed the offerings, mostly locals, but he spotted a couple of tan uniforms mixed in. You could buy pretty much anything on this street, including jewelry.

      He passed clothing stores, a noodle shop, and a guy selling no doubt dubiously sourced CDs out of the trunk of his trike. Finally, he reached the jewelry store and stepped inside.

      Glass cases filled with jewelry ran along both walls as well as a few that were scattered in the middle. Danny went right to the rings. Lance corporals didn’t make enough to let him buy Suzy the ring she deserved, but he’d try to find something she'd like.

      “Can I help you, young man?” A woman old enough to be his grandmother came hobbling up.

      “I’m looking for a diamond ring. Something pretty that a girl would like.”

      Her face crinkled as she smiled. “You’re a bit young, but I guess when you’re in love, you’re in love.”

      She opened the case and after a moment brought out a thin gold ring with a diamond that looked way too big to be either real or in his price range. “I’m not sure…”

      “I’ll give you a good price, dear. A lady likes a little sparkle when she gets a ring. Do you like the design?”

      Danny nodded. More importantly, he thought Suzy would love it. “How much?”

      She quoted a price that was only three-quarters of what he’d saved up. It seemed too good to be true.

      “Are you sure? Figured I’d have to spend way more.”

      “I’m old. There’s more than enough money in my bank account but not nearly enough love in the world. Consider this deal my tiny contribution to correcting the imbalance.”

      Danny would’ve hugged her, but Imperials tended to dislike being touched. Instead he offered his brightest smile. “In that case I’d be happy to buy the ring. Thank you very much.”

      A swipe of his debit card and a signature later and Danny had his engagement ring. It was absolutely perfect. He couldn’t wait to see the look on Suzy’s face when he showed it to her. It was going to be a long eight months, but so worth the wait.

      He pocketed the little box and stepped back into the street, his stride lighter than air when he turned toward the base. There was a beach nearby. He’d take a long walk then head to the mess hall for lunch.

      Three steps later the worst pain Danny had ever experienced wracked his whole body. He collapsed and stared up at the sky. A white tunnel appeared above him. It felt like something was sucking the life out of him. Was this the white light people talked about when you died?

      Danny fought with everything he had to resist. He couldn’t die now. Not when he had so much to live for.

      Struggle as he might, the pain only grew worse until, with a final wrench, he was flying through the sky. He looked back and saw his unmoving body lying on the ground surrounded by anxious figures.

      His last thought was that he hoped no one stole Suzy’s ring.
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      Vague, muddled voices woke Danny from a deep sleep. He was lying on something hard and smooth. That’s when it all came back to him. The shop, the ring, the pain, and finally the vortex of white light. He’d assumed he was dying, but he didn’t feel dead.

      He tried to open his eyes, but his eyelids didn’t want to cooperate. His right arm was similarly unwilling to obey his will. Maybe he had a stroke and ended up paralyzed. The thought petrified him for the few seconds it took to remember that the military employed light magic healers exactly for this type of thing. Even if he was paralyzed, they’d have someone fix him up soon. Soon, of course, being a relative term when talking about the military.

      As he lay on the hard surface, unable to move, the voices slowly started to make sense. Sounded like two women, probably nurses. No, that didn’t make sense. If he was in the hospital he’d be lying in a bed, not on the ground. EMTs maybe.

      He stilled his mind and tried to focus.

      “I don’t know why he hasn’t woken up.” That sounded more like a girl than a grown woman. Maybe even a teenager. “The summoning spell worked perfectly and his soul has been fused with his new host. There was considerable resistance. That may be delaying his awakening.”

      “Have you tried a healing spell?” An older sounding voice. She reminded Danny of his mother.

      “Yes, but nothing happened. There’s no injury to heal. It may just take longer than the text describes. The ritual has only been activated six times previously. That’s not a lot of information to go on.”

      “His Majesty is growing anxious. Perhaps if we splash him with cold water.”

      Danny had no desire to get splashed with cold water. He fought with all his might to open his eyes and finally they obliged. Brilliant white light dazzled him. It looked like a ceiling made of diamonds far above his head.

      He blinked a few times and the blurriness cleared up. The ceiling still looked like diamonds. Definitely not a hospital room then. Having been shot and blown up, Danny was all too familiar with them.

      Taking a deep breath, he mustered all his focus. “Hello?”

      The word came out jumbled and nearly incomprehensible, but he did make a sound at least. That brought two sets of footsteps. Two women, he assumed the ones he’d heard speaking a moment ago, appeared in his field of view.

      The one on his right looked to be in her midteens, with long, beautiful blond hair, a pale, angelic face, and bright-blue eyes. She wore a white robe emblazoned with gold markings he couldn’t read.

      On his left stood an older woman in a similar robe, maybe in her midthirties, with equally blond hair cut shoulder length, and a far less angelic appearance. She gave the same vibe as a teacher who suspected one of her students was pretending to be sick to avoid a test.

      “Are you okay, Hero?” the younger woman asked.

      Hero? What the hell was she talking about? Danny was no hero, just a regular soldier.

      “Where am I?” The words came out less garbled this time. That had to be a good sign.

      The girl smiled. “This is the Crystal Cathedral, a temple dedicated to Adonael, archangel of justice and nobility.”

      The name meant nothing to Danny. The only archangel he knew was the Goddess, Lady of Healing. As soon as the thought formed, knowledge of Adonael flooded into him. She was the patron of the Kingdom of Villipan and savior of Valindor. Valindor being the name of this planet. How Danny knew that he couldn’t say, but the certainty that he was no longer on Earth shook him to the core.

      It must have shown on his face because the older woman said, “The host body’s knowledge is starting to fuse with the knowledge retained by his soul. There will be some confusion until the process is complete.”

      “Agreed,” the younger one said. “And if his psyches are still separate, his body has hours before it’s functional. Perhaps you should tell His Majesty that an introduction will have to wait until this evening.”

      Judging by the way her face twisted up, Danny suspected the older woman would prefer to do just about anything else. As in the military, no one liked having to tell their superior a problem had popped up.

      “I suppose that would be best. I’ll leave you to it.” The older woman moved out of his view and her footsteps quickly receded.

      “What’s your name?” Danny asked. The words were coming easier now, but he knew they weren’t English words. Probably best not to think too hard about what that meant.

      “Ah, forgive my rudeness, Hero. I’m Eve Carre, chosen priestess of Adonael. It’s a great honor to meet you.”

      He tried to sit up, but got nothing for his effort. At least his mind was clear. “Daniel J. Smith. The last thing I remember is collapsing in the shopping district and getting sucked into a white tunnel. I assumed I was dying, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “What you saw was the ethereal tunnel connecting our worlds. The magic pulled your soul out of your body, brought it across the vastness of space, and fused it with your new host. Full integration takes time. That’s why you can’t move yet. Your mental faculties seem fully restored. That’s an excellent sign. Have you begun to access the host’s knowledge yet?”

      Danny wasn’t sure what to make of that first part so he focused on her question for now. “I know you’re not speaking English, yet I can understand you perfectly. I know this place is called Villipan on the world of Valindor. It's like there’s more, but it feels like having a library in my mind rather than knowledge I learned myself.”

      “That’s another function of the incomplete integration. You’ll continue to get bursts of knowledge as you experience new things. It will be overwhelming at first. Take your time and don't worry. Everyone is here to help you, Hero.”

      “Daniel. You called me Hero before. Why?”

      “Because you’re the one that’s been brought to our world to fight the demon king and save us all. That’s the hero’s job. I had the honor of being chosen to oversee the ritual that transported you here. It can only be performed once every hundred years and only when the new demon king has been confirmed. That unfortunate event happened three days ago.”

      This was all insane. He didn’t know whether to feel rage at being dragged here against his will, flattered that these people thought he was capable of saving them, or something else altogether.

      He wanted to rub his forehead and to his surprise his right hand lifted about six inches off the table.

      Since he seemed incapable of doing anything else Danny asked, “Assuming I can do what you want, you can send me back, can’t you?”

      Eve slumped, her bright smile fading. “Unfortunately, no. Physical bodies can’t pass between worlds, not with the magic we have anyway. The elves managed it, but their master mages are long gone. Our technique is a pale imitation of what they used. We only brought your soul here. Your original body is, I’m afraid, very dead. And with no body to return you to, even if we had the ability, we couldn’t send you back.”

      Now Danny’s anger flared. Hot and bright, it rushed through him like liquid fire. He sat up and wrapped his right hand around the girl’s neck. “Who are you to play The Creator with my life? I had plans, friends, family, a woman I loved, and you’ve taken it all.”

      When she didn’t respond he gave her a shake. “Answer me!”

      Eve’s mouth opened and closed as her face got redder and redder.

      Right, she couldn’t answer if he strangled her. Danny let her go and as soon as he did the fire vanished and he slumped back on the table.

      Eve coughed, then ran a glowing hand along her neck. The dark finger marks Danny left on her throat vanished.

      “I understand you’re upset. And we wouldn’t have brought you here had our situation not been so desperate. The truth is, the spell doesn’t target anyone in particular. It targets a person, in a place called the Empire of the Rising Sun, with the greatest magical potential. You had the ill luck to fulfill the spell's requirements.”

      Danny let out a bitter laugh. These idiots summoned the wrong person. “Only one man on my world can use magic, and it certainly isn’t me.”

      “You misunderstand. The magic of this world and the magic of yours is different. You might not be able to use magic on your world, but here, you’re the most powerful magic user around. Or you will be once you’re properly trained. You already used it once. Didn’t you feel the ether surge through your body when you attacked me?”

      Danny frowned. He’d certainly felt something. What, exactly, he was less certain. “So let me get this straight. You ripped my soul out of my body, killing it in the process. You then dragged my soul to your world and stuck it in some other poor sucker I assume you killed before I got here. And your plan is to teach me to use magic so I can kill some guy I don’t know and who has never ripped my soul out of my body or done me any other harm. When I say it out loud, does it sound as crazy to you as it does to me?”

      “It certainly is an extraordinary situation,” Eve agreed. “But you’re wrong about a couple of things. First, we didn’t kill your host body. The young man volunteered to be your host. He trained and studied hard, winning a competition for the honor. All the knowledge and skills he attained during his life now belong to you. They just need to be drawn out.”

      “Wait, you’re telling me some guy volunteered to die so I could use his body? You’re joking.”

      “No, I assure you I’m quite serious. The ritual won’t work if the host isn’t willing. His self-sacrifice is the trigger. In sorcery, there’s nothing more powerful than a soul freely given. Everyone here knows the danger the demon king represents. They also know the hero is our only hope of victory. Giving up his life in the hope that the rest of his family will be saved was a very noble thing.”

      Sacrificing himself to save his family. Kind of like a soldier jumping on a grenade to protect his comrades. Danny understood the sentiment. Not that it made what they did to him any more palatable.

      “Okay, what else did I get wrong?”

      “You said the demon king hasn’t done you any harm, and he hasn’t, yet. But this is your world now, whether you wish it or not. And assuming you don’t want to live as a demon’s slave, you’ll have to fight.”

      “That’s handy for you, isn’t it?”

      Danny clenched and relaxed his hands. There was certainly something to what she said, but he didn’t have to like it. For now he’d play along, learn everything he could, and make his own decision when the time came.

      He sat up again, this time without using magic. Everything seemed to be working a little better. “I’m going to try and walk around a bit. Do you have a cane or something? I’m still not feeling very steady.”

      Eve hurried to stand beside him. “I’ll support you. That’s what Adonael chose me for after all.”

      The way she said it made him think she meant it in more ways than just helping him walk. He had to give her credit. He’d almost broken her neck, yet she hadn’t fled or acted as if he scared her. She was either very brave or very dumb.

      Either way, he was starting to like her.
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      Danny walked—no, that was overly generous—he hobbled around the Crystal Cathedral, leaning heavily on Eve as he went. He’d seen Marines in rehab learning to walk again after having their spine severed and reattached with magic. They were more agile than Danny. He felt like a newborn fawn taking its first steps.

      He glanced around at the empty hall. Three sections of fifty rows of pews each faced the altar where Danny woke up. He guessed this place held a thousand people at a time minimum. He'd seen a few churches dedicated to the Goddess back home, but most people he knew didn’t worry much about religion. As long as you didn’t draw the Reaper’s attention, that was good enough.

      Rumors were circulating that things were changing in the spiritual world, but he paid little enough attention to them. Staying alive and doing his job had been enough to worry about.

      “You’re doing really well,” Eve said, jarring him out of his thoughts.

      “Thanks. My legs are feeling better already. Are you sure I’m not too heavy?”

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you for asking. Body strengthening magic makes it easy to support your weight.”

      Right, she was a priestess. “You said Adonael chose you to summon and support me. What, exactly, does that mean?”

      “It means that I will help you in any way I can. When you’re injured, I’ll heal you. If you have questions, I’ll answer them to the best of my ability. Whatever you need, if it’s within my power to give it to you, I will. Lady Shael will oversee your combat training. I’m useless for that sort of thing, and when the final battle comes, you’ll have to face the demon king alone. But other than that, I’m here for you.”

      Feeling a little better, Danny shifted more of his weight to his legs. They didn’t buckle, which he took as a promising sign.

      “Who’s Lady Shael?”

      “She’s an elf-blood warrior mage of great skill. Her official title is Champion of Villipan and Trainer of Heroes. She trained each of the six previous heroes, making them strong enough to defeat their generation’s demon king. I’m sure she’ll do the same for you.”

      Danny grunted. Whenever he thought of elves, all that came to mind were his grandfather’s stories about the war. According to family lore, twelve of Danny’s ancestors had died fighting the elves. Despite all the time that had passed, that wasn’t something anyone would forget. And his family wasn’t the only one to suffer great losses. A lot of humans died when those bastards invaded. Even though humanity had won, the price had been high.

      After five laps around the cathedral, Danny took his arm off of Eve’s shoulders and straightened. He wasn’t ready to run an obstacle course, but he could walk on his own now.

      He looked up from his now-much-steadier feet and caught a glimpse of his reflection in a polished crystal. Danny stopped dead in his tracks. His skin was pale, and his hair, long and blond, was tied back in a ponytail. Sparkling blue eyes stared back at him. He was dressed like he planned to attend one of the renaissance festivals his brother enjoyed so much: in a green tunic and tan trousers.

      Some small part of him hadn’t wanted to believe he really was in a new body, but it was impossible to deny now. He looked nothing like the man he’d been. Not that he looked bad, just totally different.

      “Is everything okay?” Eve asked.

      “Yeah, fine. I guess I didn’t realize how different this new body was from my old one. It surprised me, that’s all.” In fact, the more he looked, the more he realized he resembled Eve. “Are you related to this body?”

      “No. You’ll find that the vast majority of people in Villipan look like we do, especially among the nobility. Darker hair does happen and some are less pale, but other than that, we all pretty much look like this.”

      That made sense. Assuming this world lacked mass transit, different ethnic groups wouldn't mingle much. Well, whatever. He had far more important things to worry about than demographics.

      “If you’re feeling up to it, we shouldn’t keep His Majesty waiting any longer than necessary.”

      “I’m as ready to meet a king as I’m liable to be. Show me the way.”

      Eve smiled. “Don’t be nervous. You’re the savior of this world. Everyone is on your side. Don’t forget, if anything happens to you, we’re all doomed.”

      Danny grinned. “So no pressure.”

      She stared at him in obvious confusion. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing. Let’s go.” Looked like that wasn’t an expression they used here. No doubt one of many verbal mistakes Danny would make.

      Eve led the way out the Crystal Cathedral’s front door, down a set of steps, and onto the cobblestone street that went straight ahead as far as he could see. Side streets branched off to the left and right. Two-story buildings he assumed were businesses lined both sides. Danny glanced right, where a massive castle towered over the surrounding buildings. Red pennants fluttered from the top of the many towers. To the left were yet more of the small wood-and-stone structures. It was the very image of a fantasy city. His little brother would’ve flipped if he saw something like this.

      One thing that was missing was the people.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “It’s midday, so likely working. This is a mainly residential district for wealthy merchants and minor nobles. The higher-ranking nobles live on estates outside the city limits.”

      Images flashed through Danny’s head: an older, severe-looking man and a kind woman. Three boys older than him and a younger girl. Parents and siblings along with a modest estate in the country. He massaged his temples, trying to will the unwelcome thoughts away.

      “Daniel, are you okay?”

      Danny realized he’d stopped dead in the middle of the street. “Sorry. Some memories of my host popped up. They took me by surprise. There were no names or emotions attached to them, but I saw a father, mother, three brothers, and a sister. I imagine they’re all upset that their relative is dead.”

      “A little, I’m sure, but it’s a great honor to serve as the host of the hero’s soul. And that honor will extend to his family as well. Their sacrifice will be rewarded.”

      “That’s good I guess.” All Danny’s parents would get, if they were lucky, was whatever tiny retirement Danny had built up during his time in the Marines.

      They set out again and Eve turned down the first street to the right. They passed a few more-elaborate houses as well as a market that smelled of smoked sausages. Danny’s mouth watered, but he kept quiet. If his nervousness got the best of him it wouldn’t be wise to have a full stomach lest he vomit on the king’s no-doubt-expensive shoes.

      The street led right to the wall surrounding the castle Danny spotted earlier, passing through an arched gateway guarded by ten soldiers. They were dressed in armor with lions on the chest and carried some kind of spear with an ax head on one side.

      As soon as they saw Eve they scrambled to attention and bowed. One of the men, the one in charge Danny assumed, said, “Welcome, Priestess. Is he..?”

      “This generation’s hero, yes. I’ve brought him to meet with the king. Would you send a runner to the castle to let them know we’ve arrived?”

      The guard was staring at Danny in a way that made him rather uncomfortable. Luckily he snapped out of it and said, “Of course.”

      A different guard leaned his spear against the wall and sprinted toward the castle at an impressive clip considering how much armor he was wearing.

      “An honor to meet you, Hero,” the head guard said.

      Danny held out his hand. “Daniel, nice to meet you too.”

      After a moment’s hesitation they shook and the guard grinned like someone that met their favorite movie star. It probably wasn’t that different for these people. Just because Danny didn’t feel like a hero didn’t mean they didn’t see him as one.

      “Let’s keep going,” Eve said. “They’ll be expecting us.”

      Danny followed Eve through the gate, passing under a spiked portcullis and into a dirt yard. It was about forty yards from the gate to the huge wooden front door of the castle. That was open as well and a fancily dressed man holding an equally fancy walking stick was waiting for them.

      “Who’s that?” Danny asked.

      “Jean-Michael Beouman, His Majesty’s majordomo. He’ll walk us to the throne room. Once we arrive, the herald will announce us, the door will open, and we’ll walk to the throne. We bow to the royal family and then wait for the king to speak first. Answer his questions and be polite. You’re a hero, not a courtier; no one expects perfect manners from you. Respect is sufficient.”

      They reached the front door and Jean bowed to them. Now that they were closer Danny took a better look at him. Other than a gaudy red robe embroidered with gold lions, he wasn’t especially remarkable. Middling height and build, no visible weapon aside from the fancy walking stick. Danny had seen plenty of more intimidating people in his life.

      “Welcome, Priestess. Welcome, Hero. Castle de Villipan is honored by your visit. Allow me to escort you to where His Majesty is waiting.”

      “Thank you, Jean. We humbly accept your welcome and offer our apologies for keeping His Majesty waiting.” Eve offered a bow—a shallow one Danny noted—of her own.

      The niceties taken care of, Jean turned and said, “This way, please.”

      They followed him down a red-carpeted hall decorated with paintings of regal men and beautiful women, all of them blond, pale and looking like they might have been Danny’s relatives. A right turn brought another hall, this one lined with suits of armor. At the end of it was a closed door guarded by two people in armor just like the ones on display and each holding a spear like the guards outside.

      Five feet from the door Jean said, “Wait here, please.”

      They stopped and Jean continued on alone, no doubt going to talk with the herald. The guards ignored him as he stuck his head inside the door.

      “Is there going to be a crowd? I’m not great with large groups.”

      “No, this is an introduction strictly for the royal family and Lady Shael. At some point there will be a formal introduction where you’ll meet most of the higher-ranking nobles, but not on the day you were summoned.”

      Thank heaven for small favors. Though if he was just meeting the royal family, all this fuss struck him as excessive.

      After a minute the door opened and a thunderous voice said, “High Priestess Eve Carre and the Hero!”

      When he didn’t move, Eve grabbed his cuff and dragged him forward. They strode through the door. Another red carpet led to a slightly raised dais where a smooth-shaved blond man sat on a throne decorated with gold lions. He wore crimson robes and a simple gold circlet. Cold, ice-blue eyes stared holes into Danny.

      Trying his best to ignore the intense stare, Danny shifted his gaze to the middle-aged woman seated beside him in a somewhat less fancy chair. She wore a matching crimson dress decorated with, no surprise, golden lions.

      This had to be the king and queen. Behind them stood two young women and a young man dressed in similar outfits. A prince and two princesses. The girls were knockouts, like supermodel hot. The prince had a somewhat arrogant twist to his face that Danny didn’t like at all. His instincts said the prince would be trouble.

      The final member of the group stood off the dais and to the king’s left. She was the only one with dark hair though that was far from the most remarkable thing about her. Her eyes were almond shaped, golden, and glowed faintly. The tips of her pointed ears poked out from her hair. She had to be at least six feet tall, flat as an ironing board, and dressed in leather armor. A sword hung at her left hip.

      Eve stopped three feet from the dais and started to bow. As soon as she did, Danny’s body acted without him thinking. His right foot went back, his left arm tucked under his chest, and his right hand swept left to right as he bowed.

      Where the hell had that come from? A memory from his host for sure, but damn, he didn’t like his body acting on its own like that.

      “Raise your heads and be welcome,” said someone, the king he assumed.

      Danny straightened and assumed parade rest, hands clasped behind his back, feet shoulder width apart. The familiar pose calmed him a little and he figured if he treated the king like he would a general, everything would be fine.

      “Eve, welcome,” the king said. “And this must be our new hero. I regret the necessity of our meeting. Won’t you introduce yourself?”

      “Sir! Smith, Daniel J., Lance Corporal, North American Alliance Expeditionary Marines, sir!”

      The king leaned back in his throne, a frown creasing his face. “That’s quite an introduction. I’ve never heard one like it. Could you explain?”

      Now it was Danny’s turn to frown. “My name is Daniel J. Smith. My rank is lance corporal. And I’m a soldier in the North American Alliance Expeditionary Marines. Did you wish to know something else, sir?”

      “Yes, perhaps you could clear up a few things for me. You see, according to our histories, the previous heroes all had certain things in common. First, they were all summoned from a place on your world called the Empire of the Rising Sun, but you mentioned a different location.”

      “Yes, sir. The North American Alliance and the empire are part of a large group of allied nations. We have a military base in the empire and I was stationed there when Eve ripped my soul from my body and brought it here.”

      The king had the good grace to wince. Danny shouldn’t have phrased it like that, but he was still pissed.

      “I see,” the king said. “So you were in the empire, but born elsewhere. Next, may I ask your age? The previous heroes were all between fifteen and
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