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      To my mother and father, may you rest in peace.

      Your love and lessons continue to guide me even from beyond.

      To my brother, who blazed the trail and proved it could be done.

      To my children and grandchildren, may these pages carry a piece

      of me that lives with you long after I’m gone.

      And to my wife, my steadfast support and endless inspiration,

      none of this would exist without you.
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      Kaito’s spine pressed against the cold metal underside of the lunchroom table. His breath came in shallow gasps, each one controlled, measured. Scared that if he drew too deep a breath, they would hear him.

      “Where’s that little rat?” Aya yelled, her voice slicing through the ambient noise of the cafeteria.

      Footsteps echoed across the linoleum. Heavy, deliberate strides marked Renji’s approach, while lighter, precise steps circled him as Daigo closed in. His fingers dug into his knees as he curled himself tighter. The underside of the table revealed years of fossilized gum and carved obscenities. He’d memorized them all by now. This hiding spot had failed him twice before, yet somehow, it was always the one he returned to. There was a strange comfort in its familiarity, even if it offered none of the protection he wished for.

      “Check under the tables,” Daigo said.

      A chair scraped. Then another.

      Kaito squeezed his eyes shut. Maybe if he stayed perfectly still…

      The table lifted.

      Light flooded his vision. Aya stood above him, her smile sharp enough to draw blood.

      “Found you.”

      Hands seized his collar and dragged him out. His knees scraped against the floor as Renji hauled him upright and slammed him against the wall. Pain shot through his shoulder blades.

      “Thought you could hide?” Renji’s knuckles connected with Kaito’s stomach.

      Air exploded from his lungs. He doubled over, but Renji grabbed his hair and yanked his head back up.

      “We’re not done with you.” Aya’s fist came next, cracking across his cheekbone.

      The cafeteria had gone silent. Kaito could see them in his peripheral vision, students at their tables, heads down, eyes averted. No one would help. No one ever did.

      Another punch. His lip split.

      “Please,” The word tasted like copper.

      “Please?” Aya mocked. Her knee drove into his ribs.

      Something snapped. Pain erupted, white-hot and blinding.

      Daigo’s laugh sounded distant, muffled. Though Kaito couldn’t tell if the sound warped from distance or the relentless ringing in his ears. His legs gave out, but they held him up, puppeteering his broken body for their entertainment.

      Renji reared back for another strike.

      Then, light.

      Brilliant. Searing. Pure white. Devouring everything.

      The ground lurched. No, the entire building convulsed. Tables slid across the floor, trays clattered , screams erupted from throats that had been silent moments before.

      Suddenly, Kaito felt the ground vanish beneath his feet. The hands that previously gripped him vanished. He floated, or fell, in an ocean of radiance that burned through his closed eyelids.

      His body trembled with such violent force, he couldn’t tell whether the shaking rose from the ground or from his own form splintering and rebuilding itself. The edges of his being blurred until he no longer knew where he ended and the light began.

      Then silence.

      Absolute. Complete.

      The light receded like waves from the shore.

      Kaito’s eyes opened and as his vision steadied, beneath his hands he felt an unfamiliar texture. Not linoleum. Not the cafeteria floor he’d bled on countless times.

      Stone.

      Cold, ancient stone.

      His ribs still screamed where Aya had kicked him. His lip still bled where she’d split it. But the cafeteria, the table, the students, the fluorescent lights humming overhead, all of it had vanished.

      He looked up.

      Torches lined walls that stretched impossibly high. Pillars carved with symbols he’d never seen supported a vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. And before him, stretching out like an accusation,

      A throne room.

      “What?” His voice cracked.

      Movement to his left. Aya pushed herself to her knees, hair disheveled, eyes wide. Next to her, Daigo sat up, looking around with the expression of someone who’d just woken from a nightmare into a worse one.

      Finally Renji stood, fists still clenched.

      “Where the hell are we?”

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Aya, Renji, Daigo and Kaito sitting on the ground before the Royal Family.]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            SUMMONED HEROES

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The cold seeped through Kaito’s uniform, the ancient stone beneath him leeching warmth from his body. His palms pressed flat against the floor, fingers splayed wide as if to anchor himself to something solid, something real.

      Aya sat a few feet away, her perfect composure shattered. Mascara streaked down her cheeks in dark rivulets. Daigo had curled into himself, knees drawn up, mouth opening and closing without sound. Renji remained standing, though he swayed like a drunk, eyes darting across the vaulted ceiling above them.

      The chamber soared upward, its dizzying height held aloft by pillars etched with intricate patterns that seemed to shift in the torchlight. Tapestries depicting battles between armored warriors and winged creatures hung from the walls, their colors vibrant despite the centuries of existence that must have passed.

      A gathering of people who looked as though they had stepped straight from a deck of playing cards stood watching them with scrutiny.

      A figure broke from the assembled crowd and stepped forward.

      Kaito held his breath.

      She moved with the kind of grace that belonged in movies, not reality. Her gown flowed like water, deep blue silk embroidered with silver thread that caught the light with each step. A slender circlet crowned her auburn hair, delicate in design yet carrying an undeniable weight of authority.

      The people behind her, men in elaborate armor, a woman whose crown outshone the girl’s circlet, and two figures in rich robes, watched with expressions that ranged from hope to suspicion.

      The girl spoke, syllables rose and fell in patterns completely alien to anything Kaito had heard before. Not Japanese. Not English. Nothing remotely familiar.

      She paused, tilting her head as if listening to something only she could hear. Frustration flickered across her face before smoothing into patient determination.

      Behind her, one of the armored men shifted, hand resting on his sword’s pommel. The older man at the center, his crown far more elaborate than the one resting on the woman beside him, leaned forward with eyes narrowing beneath his thick gray brows.

      The girl tried again, her voice taking on a different cadence. Still incomprehensible, but something in Kaito’s skull began to itch, like static building before a storm.

      She knelt, bringing herself to eye level with where Kaito sat frozen on the floor. Her hand extended toward him, palm up, fingers delicate and uncalloused.

      The itching in his head intensified, spreading down his spine, making his teeth ache.

      The girl’s lips moved once more, and this time…

      “Hello.”

      The word slammed into Kaito’s consciousness with crystalline clarity, though her mouth hadn’t shaped any sound he recognized. Yet he understood the meaning, bypassing his ears entirely and manifesting directly in his mind.

      “I think the translation magic has finally kicked in, hasn’t it?”

      Her smile carried relief, though wariness lingered in her green eyes. Magic? She’d said magic as though it were the most natural thing in the world, as though it explained everything about this impossible situation.

      Behind her, the crowned man spoke, his voice deep and commanding. The words resolved themselves in Kaito’s mind a heartbeat after they left the man’s lips.

      “Daughter, step back. We don’t know if they’re dangerous.”

      Kaito’s gaze swept across the congregated figures again, pieces clicking into place. The knights with their hands on weapons. The regal bearing of the man and woman wearing crowns. The younger man, clad in deep crimson robes trimmed with gold, the kind only royalty could wear, watched with calculating interest.

      A royal court. A castle.

      A world that shouldn’t exist.

      The young woman rose, sweeping her arm in a gesture that encompassed the entire chamber.

      “I am Princess Dia Asterra. You stand in the Grand Hall of Asterra, City of Solmara, capital of the human realms. I know this must be bewildering, but please understand, you were brought here for a reason.”

      Renji found his voice first, the words cracking halfway through. “Brought where? For what…”

      “You have been summoned across the veil between worlds.” Dia’s tone carried the weight of a rehearsed explanation, as though she’d prepared this speech long before their arrival. “Our kingdom, our entire civilization, has fought for over three hundred years against the Demon King and his legions. Creatures of darkness that would see humanity enslaved or extinct.”

      The crowned man stepped forward, his boots soft against the stone. Up close, Kaito saw the intricate embroidery of his robes and the polished gold of his crown, though faint scars on his face hinted at battles long past.

      “I am King Aldric Asterra III,” he declared. “This is my wife Queen Selene and my son, Prince Amalwald. The war my daughter speaks of has consumed three generations. My grandfather fought the same battles we fight today. But now, at last, victory lies within reach.”

      Aya scrambled to her feet, mascara-stained face twisted between terror and rage. “You kidnapped us?”

      “Summoned,” Prince Amalwald corrected. “The ritual requires heroes from another world. Individuals untainted by our realm’s corruption, possessing the potential to channel powers beyond what we can achieve.”

      Kaito’s stomach churned. Heroes. The word tasted like ash.

      Princess Dia moved between Aya and the king, hands raised in placation. “I understand your fear and anger. Truly, I do. But the demons show no mercy. They slaughter villages, consume the flesh of children, and corrupt the land itself until nothing grows. We’re desperate.”

      “So you just steal people?” Daigo’s voice emerged as barely a whisper, but it carried in the vaulted space.

      “We summon those who can make a difference.” The king’s expression hardened. “The Demon King’s forces have been pushed back to their final strongholds. Our armies hold the advantage for the first time in centuries. But the Demon King himself remains, and no mortal warrior can stand against his power. That’s where you come in.”

      Renji laughed, high and brittle. “You want us to fight a demon? We’re just students. We can’t even…”

      “You will undergo training,” the prince said. “The summoning imbues you with latent abilities far beyond those of normal humans. Once properly cultivated through our kingdom’s finest instructors, you’ll possess strength, speed, and magical capacity that will turn the tide of this war.”

      Princess Dia’s expression softened, though something flickered behind her eyes, doubt, perhaps, or guilt. “The training will be difficult, but you won’t face it alone. Our best knights, mages, and strategists will guide you. And when you’re ready, when you’ve awakened your full potential…”

      “We’ll send you to kill the Demon King,” King Aldric finished. “One final strike to end this nightmare and secure peace for generations to come. You four will be humanity’s salvation.”

      Kaito stared at his hands, still trembling against the cold stone. These people expected him… him, who couldn’t even defend himself from high school bullies, to become a warrior capable of slaying a demon.

      They summoned the wrong person entirely.

      “I refuse!”

      The words erupted from Kaito’s chest before thought could cage them.

      Silence slammed through the Grand Hall, as if it carried weight of its own. Every gaze turned toward him, the knights caught mid-breath, Princess Dia frozen mid-gesture, even the torches seeming to flicker in shock.

      His voice rang loud against ancient stone. Louder than the whispered apologies he’d offered while cowering beneath desks. Louder than the pathetic pleas that had never, not once, convinced Aya to call off her pack.

      Princess Dia recovered first, though confusion creased her delicate features. “What is it you refuse, dearest hero?”

      “I refuse to work with these…” his hand swept toward where Aya, Renji, and Daigo stood. The gesture carried every ounce of venom he’d swallowed down for years. “…with these animals! These are not good people. They’re monsters.”

      Aya’s mouth dropped open.

      “For years, they’ve beaten me for no reason at all, and you expect me to forgive everything they’ve done to me? For a people, a kingdom that I know nothing about?”

      His chest heaved, fists clenched so tight his nails bit crescents into his palms.

      The assembled court erupted in gasps and murmurs. Knights exchanged glances. The prince’s eyebrows folded; Queen Selene Asterra, the woman whose crown outshone her daughter’s, pressed fingers to her lips.

      Renji’s face flushed crimson. “You little…”

      “Bullies?” Aya cut across him, her mascara-streaked face twisting into something ugly and familiar. “You’re going to stand there and call us monsters? After everything we…”

      “Everything you, what?” Kaito’s voice cracked, but he didn’t stop. “Everything you did to make my life hell? Every day you hunted me down like sport? Every bruise, every humiliation, every single moment you made me wish I didn’t exist?”

      Renji took a step forward, hands balling into fists.

      The glares they fixed on him carried promises that this wasn’t over, that he’d pay for this outburst the moment these strangers looked away.

      But something had broken loose inside Kaito’s chest. Something that had been compressed and strangled for so long that its sudden release left him dizzy.

      King Aldric’s scarred face had gone very still, his gaze moving between the four summoned students with new calculation.

      Princess Dia opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. “I… we didn’t know there was conflict between…”

      “Conflict?” The word tasted bitter. “Is that what you call it when three people spend years tormenting someone weaker than them?”

      Dia hesitated before speaking, the singular grace of her presence undiminished by his outburst. Her expression softened into something that might have been sympathy, or perhaps calculation disguised as compassion.

      Aya stepped forward, her designer shoes clicking against ancient stone.

      “Well, the hell with you, too.”

      The venom in her voice could have stripped paint. She turned to the Princess, mascara-streaked face already rearranging itself into something approximating charm, the same mask she wore for teachers, for parents, for anyone who mattered.

      “I gotta agree with the wimp. Your people have made a great error if you think this loser is a hero.”

      Renji moved to flank her, shoulders squared in that way he always did before throwing a punch. The posture that had preceded so many of Kaito’s bruises.

      “Yeah. If you’re expecting this weakling to be of much help, then I feel sorry for you and this kingdom.”

      Daigo completed their formation, a wall of contempt and casual cruelty. His lip curled as he studied Kaito like something scraped off a shoe.

      “Don’t worry. The three of us will save this kingdom. He just needs to stay out of our way.”

      The court’s murmuring intensified. Several knights exchanged glances that suggested agreement, three strong-looking students versus one scrawny boy who’d just admitted to being their victim. The math seemed simple enough.

      Princess Dia raised her hand, and silence fell like a blade.

      “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.”

      Her voice carried steel beneath its velvet tones. She moved between the two groups, positioning herself with the practiced ease of someone accustomed to navigating diplomatic situations.

      “The summoning ritual is precise and can only be done every five years. Four heroes, no more, no less. The ancient texts are explicit: only when all four channel their awakened powers together can the Demon King’s be defeated.”

      King Aldric’s scarred hand gripped his throne’s armrest.

      “My daughter speaks the truth. We’ve studied the prophecies for decades. The final confrontation requires four pillars of light to pierce the darkness. Remove one, and the entire structure collapses.”

      “The four must strike as one.” Dia’s patience frayed at the edges. “Simultaneously. With perfect coordination. Any deviation from the ritual’s requirements and you’ll all perish, along with every hope this kingdom has of seeing peace.”

      She turned to Kaito, and something in her green eyes made his breath catch. Not pity. Not quite respect either. Acknowledgment, perhaps.

      “I understand your grievance. I do. What they’ve done to you is reprehensible.” Her gaze swept across Aya, Renji, and Daigo. “But we need all four of you. The fate of millions rests on your cooperation.”

      “Cooperation?” Kaito echoed. The word tasted like blood and broken teeth.

      “Whether you like each other or not.” Dia’s voice hardened. “You will train together. Fight together. And when the time comes, you will stand together against the darkness, or humanity falls.”

      Renji opened his mouth to protest, but King Aldric rose from his throne. The movement silenced the entire hall.

      “This is not negotiable. You four will learn to function as a unit, or you’ll be useless to us. Perhaps worse than useless.”

      The threat hung unspoken in the air.

      Kaito stared at his tormentors across the width of ancient stone. Aya’s glare promised retribution. Renji’s fists clenched and unclenched. Daigo smiled like a wolf sizing up prey.

      Nothing had changed.

      The world had shifted beneath his feet, magic had rewired his brain, royalty stood before him speaking of demons and prophecies, and yet here he remained. Trapped with the same three people who’d made his existence torture.

      Just in a different cage now.

      The words erupted before Kaito could strangle them back down.

      “I refuse.”

      His own voice startled him. Twice in one day, he’d found his spine, twice more than in his entire seventeen years of existence. The declaration hung in the Grand Hall’s vast emptiness, somehow more defiant than his first outburst.

      Princess Dia blinked. King Aldric’s scarred face darkened to the color of spoiled meat. Even Aya looked caught off-guard, her perpetual sneer faltering for half a heartbeat.

      Kaito’s legs moved without consulting his brain, carrying him toward the nearest door. His voice followed, words tumbling out in a rush that bordered on hysteria.

      “There’s not enough money or prestige in any kingdom to get me to work with these… these assholes!”

      The profanity felt foreign on his tongue. He’d never sworn at anyone before, never raised his voice above a mumbled apology. But something had shattered inside him, and the pieces didn’t fit together the same way anymore.

      “Young man. How dare you!”

      King Aldric’s roar bounced off the vaulted ceiling. Armor clanked as knights moved to intercept, hands dropping to sword hilts, boots hammering against stone.

      Kaito kept walking. His legs trembled, threatening to collapse, but they carried him forward. One step. Another. The door loomed closer, massive oak banded with iron.

      The knights closed in from both sides, forming a wall of metal and muscle between him and escape.

      A hand rose from the throne beside the King’s, delicate fingers adorned with rings that caught torchlight.

      “Stop.”

      Queen Selene’s voice carried none of her husband’s thunder, yet every knight froze mid-stride. She descended from her throne with unhurried grace, skirts whispering across stone.

      “Let him go.”

      King Aldric spun toward her. “My love, he cannot simply…”

      “He’s in a strange land that he doesn’t understand.” The Queen’s expression remained serene, though something calculating flickered behind her eyes. “He has no money, no food, no place to rest. He’ll be back. Trust me.”

      The King’s jaw worked, tendons standing out in his scarred neck. His gaze snapped between his wife and Kaito, who’d frozen halfway to the door like prey caught between predator and cliff edge.

      Finally, Aldric gestured sharply. The knights stepped aside, creating a corridor of armored bodies and barely contained hostility.

      Kaito didn’t wait for them to change their minds. His hands found the door’s iron ring and wrenched it open. Cool air rushed in from beyond, carrying unfamiliar scents, strange flowers, stone, and something else he couldn’t name.

      He stumbled through, and the door boomed shut behind him.

      In the hall’s darkest corner, where the torchlight could not reach, a shadowed figure observed the boy’s departure, lips curling into what might have been a smile.

      
        * * *

      

      The castle’s labyrinthine corridors had tested Kaito’s resolve more than any throne room confrontation. Wrong turn after wrong turn, past tapestries depicting battles against creatures that couldn’t possibly exist, down spiral staircases that seemed to loop back on themselves. Guards had pointed him in contradictory directions with barely concealed amusement.

      But he’d made it out. The village sprawled before him now, nestled against the castle’s outer walls.

      Kaito halted at the gate’s threshold, surprise washing over his face and freezing him in place.

      Nothing prepared him for this.

      Thatched roofs clustered together like mushrooms after rain. Cobblestone streets wound between timber-framed buildings that leaned drunkenly against each other. A woman in a rough-spun dress haggled with a vendor over what looked like oversized turnips, counting out copper coins stamped with symbols he’d never seen. The air carried smoke, livestock, and bread baking somewhere out of sight. Despite its rustic charm, the village gleamed with a strange brilliance, a vitality that could rival any modern city.

      A blacksmith’s hammer rang against an anvil in a steady rhythm. Children darted past, their laughter sharp and alien. A cart creaked by, pulled by something that resembled a horse but had scales, catching the afternoon light.

      Kaito’s knees buckled. He caught himself against the gate’s stone archway.

      This was real. Actually, genuinely real.

      An hour earlier, he was crouching beneath a cafeteria table, hiding from the beating his bullies intended to deliver.

      Now he stood in what his brain insisted was a medieval fantasy village ripped straight from the light novels and manga he’d hidden in his desk drawer.

      The expectation that he would help save this world by defeating a demon lord, and worse, do it beside the very people who had spent years making his life a living hell, sent him into a tailspin.

      But the growling in his stomach dragged him back from the edge of panic.

      When had he last eaten? Breakfast, maybe. Though he spent countless hours in the cafeteria, he rarely found the chance to actually eat.

      The bread smell intensified as the wind shifted. Kaito’s mouth watered in spite of the flood of sensations overwhelming him.

      Hunger gnawed at him, but he carried no wallet, not even the loose change he once kept for vending machines. Even if he had it, none of it would matter here. The people of this world traded in currencies he did not possess or have any way to earn.

      And night would come eventually. The sky already showed hints of orange along the horizon.

      Kaito had never camped. Never attended the school trips to the mountains because the thought of sleeping outdoors, exposed and vulnerable, had paralyzed him for weeks beforehand.

      The Queen’s words echoed in his skull.

      He’ll be back.

      “Hero.”

      The voice called through the marketplace din, foreign syllables shaping his name with unnatural precision.

      Kaito spun, heart hammering against his ribs.

      A figure emerged from the alley between a fletcher’s shop and what might’ve been an inn. Shadow clung to the form despite the afternoon sun, as though darkness had learned to walk upright and wear the approximation of a cloak. Features remained obscured, undefined, but the shape moved with purpose.

      Toward him.

      Kaito’s muscles tensed. Who was this stranger, emerging from the shadows of a village he had only just entered? Was he someone from the Royal Family?

      Wrong. Everything about that assumption screamed wrong.

      “Relax. I’m not here to harm you.”

      The words did nothing to slow Kaito’s pulse. His feet refused to move, trapped between flight and paralysis. The figure drew closer, and the marketplace sounds seemed to recede, as if the world itself held its breath.

      “My name is Malthor Vein. I must say, your defiance before the Royal Family of Asterra was… remarkable. Few possess the clarity to see through their gilded words and refuse their hollow promises.”

      “Huh?” The sound slipped out before Kaito could stop it, his thoughts scattering into confusion. “I’m Kaito Moriyama,” he added awkwardly, unsure why he even answered. “You… want me for something?” he asked, uncertainty threading through his voice.

      “I will explain everything.” Malthor’s tone carried the smoothness of river stones, deliberate and measured. “But first, may I ask a small favor of you? I would like you to take a brief test for me.”

      “A test?” The word slipped out, unfamiliar and wrong. Tests meant school, pencils scratching paper, Renji kicking his chair from behind. Not shadow-wrapped strangers in impossible villages.

      “Yes, a simple test.” Something that might’ve been a smile touched the obscured face. “If you fail, then there’s no need for any further explanation.”

      Malthor slipped a hand into the folds of his cloak. When he drew it back, a midnight-black sphere rested in his palm, smooth and perfect, roughly the size of a small bowling ball. Light touched it and died, swallowed without reflection or echo.

      Kaito was in awe.

      “Simply place your hands here.” The command carried weight beyond mere words. “The Orb of Darkness will decide whether you possess the energy required to be a true hero.”

      True hero? Not the heroes the King wanted? Was he referring to something else entirely?

      “Okay.” Kaito’s hands lifted before doubt could intervene. Hunger gnawed at his stomach. Night approached. The Queen expected him to crawl back defeated. What did he have to lose?

      His palms met the orb’s surface, cold that burned, smooth as glass but somehow alive beneath his touch.

      The sphere convulsed.

      Uncomfortable tremors shot up Kaito’s arms. He tried to pull away, but his hands had fused to the surface; skin and darkness merged into something that defied separation. The orb bucked like a living thing trapped between their grip.

      Darkness bled from the sphere. Not shadow; this moved with intent, swirling like smoke given purpose. It wrapped around their joined hands, coiling up Kaito’s forearms, spreading until the world disappeared behind a shroud of black light that pulsed with each terrified beat of his heart.

      The pressure intensified. Kaito’s vision blurred, dark bleeding into darker still.

      Malthor’s composure cracked. His eyes widened, reflecting the impossible darkness that cascaded from the orb in waves that shouldn’t exist.

      Never… I’ve never witnessed such power. The thought struck him like lightning. And it’s black energy at that. Could he truly surpass even the Demon Lord himself? Impossible… yet undeniable.

      The darkness pulsed one final time before retreating into the orb. Kaito’s hands fell free, tingling with phantom cold.

      Malthor’s face emerged fully from the shadow for the first time.

      Kaito’s legs turned liquid.

      The left side was human, weathered skin stretched over sharp cheekbones, a gray eye that seemed to hold centuries of memories. But the right half belonged to something else entirely. Obsidian scales caught the fading light, and where an eye should’ve been, crimson flame burned in an empty socket. The division ran precisely as a blade’s edge down the center of his face, two natures competing for the same flesh.

      Tremors started in Kaito’s hands, spreading through his shoulders. “Are you…” His throat closed around the words. “Are you a demon?”

      “Half-demon, to be precise.” Malthor tucked the orb back into his cloak’s depths, movements casual despite the revelation between them. “The other half remains stubbornly human, much to my occasional inconvenience.”

      The marketplace continued its rhythm behind them, haggling, laughter, cart wheels grinding over stone. None of them saw. None of them cared about the monster standing ten feet from their daily bread.

      “Once,” Malthor continued, “creatures like me were common. Humans and demonkind lived
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