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      Life.0


      “Switch Princess! I’m here to save you!”


      “…I knew you’d come, Breast Dragon!”


      The room was dim, lit only by the huge screen showing footage from a superhero show. Actually, it was my own bedroom, equipped with a projector so you could roll down a screen and start playing a movie at the push of a button. It was a bit over the top for a high schooler, but Rias had put it in when she remodeled the Hyoudou residence. There was also a full theater setup in the training room down in the basement, but I wanted a bit of a mood today, so I was enjoying the show in my own room, lights off.


      The show I was watching was, naturally, The Breast Dragon Emperor. Since the Gremory family owned the rights, we got to see the latest episodes before they aired. The production staff would send them to me, and I liked to sit down and check them out.


      …And who was watching it with me?


      “Even in the show, you’re always coming to save me…,” Rias murmured, sitting between my legs and leaning back against me like we were lovers.


      Yes. Right now, it was just me and Rias, watching the Breast Dragon show together.


      Ever since Qlippoth’s people started attacking us, we’d barely had so much as a moment to ourselves. Even our personal time together had been whittled down to just the basic day-to-day stuff… I mean, yeah, we still slept next to each other, but that was just part of our routine—it wasn’t really private time. And going anywhere for a reason other than work meant getting approval from a whole swath of people. Being both the Red Dragon Emperor and Rias Gremory’s fiancé made for a hectic life, especially with the current crisis.


      That was why this—our finally having time alone together—was such a huge deal.


      …Time just for the two of us… Man, it sounded like pure bliss. Honestly, with everything that had happened this past year, just having moments like this with Rias made it all worth it. I could cry from happiness here!


      While I was starting to tear up, on the screen, the Breast Dragon was right in the middle of a classic hero moment, swooping in to save the Switch Princess at the last second.


      Just like Rias said, I had come to her rescue like that in real life. After all, I was her Pawn, her servant demon. And…


      I glanced down—and there they were. Breasts. Glorious, inviting breasts. With the mood being what it was…once my eyes locked on to those things, I couldn’t even focus on the screen anymore. My right hand started moving toward them all on its own!


      Just a little farther…just a bit more and I could get a full handful… No, no, not now! We’re watching a superhero show here, you idiot! Don’t ruin this sweet moment by turning it into a boob-grab session! If I did something like that now, Rias would probably get mad! It would kill the mood!


      I was trying to pull my hand back, urging myself to calm down, when—


      —Rias grabbed my hand.


      Soft. Unbelievably soft. The sensation spread through my whole palm.


      Rias… She guided my hand to her chest. Right into the open part of her shirt! I was feeling actual bare skin. A full-on, real-life breast in my hand! My whole palm sank into that soft roundness, giving me the full experience. God, her boobs were too soft, too warm—I was barely hanging on here!


      My brain practically short-circuited from the sudden overload of sensation, but then she looked up at me, eyes shimmering, and whispered, “Don’t stop…”


      Wha—?! What did she just say?! S-so I could keep going?! She was okay with me fondling her?!


      “Y-you’re sure?” I asked with my heart pounding.


      She just nodded slightly and said, “…Yeah. Please.”


      Her expression was full of resolve. At that point, neither of us could hear the sound from the video anymore. All we could make out was the pounding of our own hearts.


      I squeezed her breast just a little. The rich plumpness filled my hand—and at the same time, Rias let out a soft, sultry little gasp.


      “…Ah…”


      That sound hit me like a truck. It shook me to the very core of my being. With a noise like that, how was I supposed to hold myself together?! I—I—


      Our faces inched closer in the darkened room, the mood thick with anticipation. My inner beast was about to break free, when—


      Beep! Beep! Beep!


      A loud, obnoxious alarm blared through the bedroom.


      It was the clock I had set earlier. Of course.


      Both of us snapped back to reality like we had woken up from a dream, instantly pulling away from each other.


      “…”


      “…”


      We just sat there in silence, both of us turning bright red.


      Rias, who was usually so bold when it came to making moves on me, showed a shy, girlish side whenever things got intense—and that part of her was so insanely cute, I wanted to memorize it forever. No—I did memorize it. Saved it straight to my mental hard drive.


      A moment later, there came a knock at the door, followed by Ravel walking in.


      “Excuse me. Issei, it’s almost time for the—”


      She froze. In the dim light, she could see the two of us sitting together, intimately close. Her face went beet red in an instant, and she immediately started apologizing.


      “…M-my deepest apologies! I—I didn’t mean to…!”


      She must have thought she had walked in on something she shouldn’t have. She was always super considerate like that, and she knew how much I treasured my private time with Rias. She probably assumed she had interrupted.


      “Uh… Yeah, this is awkward.”


      I scratched the back of my head, at a loss for how to react.


      Rias let out a soft, tired laugh. The vulnerable, flirty demeanor from a second ago was gone—she was back to her usual composed club president persona.


      “It’s fine. It’s the end of the year, after all. Christmas is almost here, so time is precious.”


      With that, she got up and moved away from me.


      But—


      She immediately stepped back, leaned in close, and gave me a quick kiss on the lips.


      “This much is okay, right?”


      She winked at me! A-and after a sneak-attack kiss! I was so happy I could die! Seriously, that alone was enough to keep me going…! N-no, what was I saying?! I was supposed to be aiming to become a harem king—I couldn’t stop here! Of course I wanted more!


      And yet—


      “Issei! Rias!”


      Irina, full of energy, came bursting into the room.


      “Come on! The big Christmas mission is about to start! We need to hold a strategy meeting!”


      It looked like we didn’t have the luxury to fully savor that sweet moment.


      Why? Because it was time to kick off the winter festivities!

    
  


  
    
      Life.1


      Demons Can Celebrate Christmas, Too!


      It was the last day of second term…


      Following the closing ceremony in the gym, we all headed back to our classroom. I was killing time until our homeroom teacher showed up, hanging out with Matsuda, Motohama, and the four girls—Asia, Xenovia, Irina, and Kiryuu—having the kind of random small talk you would expect.


      “So I guess you’re gonna be busy over New Year’s, too, huh, Issei?” Matsuda asked with a sigh.


      I gave him an apologetic shrug. “Sorry. I’m tied up with club stuff. Plus, we’re still figuring out how things are going to work with the new setup. If we don’t settle it now, we’re going to have a mess on our hands after the break, you know? Right, you guys?” I said, throwing a wink toward the Church Trio to get them on board with my story.


      Asia seemed to catch on right away. “Y-yes. I—I think we second-years are going to have to take the lead now, and Irina’s officially joining the club, too.”


      Like she said, Irina was finally going to join the Occult Research Club. Up till now, she had been trying to start her own little club dedicated to saving students, but she never really got anyone to join. With two of our seniors graduating, she’d decided to just join up with us.


      And Xenovia, if she won the student council election, might end up leaving. Well, whether she could actually win would depend on how her campaign went from here.


      Irina nodded firmly. “With the two seniors graduating, and since I’ve been hanging around you guys anyway, I figured it’s about time I settled down, you know?”


      Honestly, there was no way she would get people to join some new eccentric club of hers at this point. Most of the school already thought of her as that cute, weird girl, so getting new members was always going to be a struggle. In a way, her joining us was probably the right call.


      “So you guys haven’t decided on a new president or vice president yet?” Motohama asked.


      Those of us in the Occult Research Club group nodded in response to his question.


      Apparently, we would find out soon—but so far, no one knew who was going to be the new president or vice president.


      Matsuda glanced over at Xenovia. “I’m more shocked about Xenovia running for student council chairwoman than anything else. The whole school’s been talking about it.”


      He wasn’t wrong. After the incident at Auros Academy, Xenovia had wasted no time officially throwing her hat in the ring for the student council election. The school had even approved it, and she was now an official candidate.


      “I’m planning to spend the winter break finalizing my campaign. Gotta be ready to start strong after New Year’s,” she answered, all fired up.


      Lately, it seemed she was always walking around with a study guide in hand, wearing this super-serious expression.


      “I’ll help out with the campaign,” Kiryuu added. “Having Xenovia as the student council chairwoman sounds like a total riot.”


      She seemed too amused by the idea. If you asked me, she probably wanted to help partly out of friendship and partly because she thought a Xenovia-led student council would make life at Kuou Academy that much more chaotic. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the school would look like under Xenovia’s rule.


      “Looks like you guys are gonna be busy no matter what.” Matsuda let out a long sigh. “I was kinda hoping the three of us could have our usual gentlemen’s appreciation night to ring in the New Year…”


      “…DVDs, huh…? I’m going to have to pass on that one,” I muttered, drained by the very thought.


      Matsuda frowned, unable to understand why I would turn him down.


      The thing was, I had recently gone through something so mystifying that I honestly never wanted to watch another erotic video with the guys again.


      Why, you ask? Well, the other day, that bastard Vali had shown up at my house out of nowhere and said this: “Issei Hyoudou. Azazel sent me. I was wondering if you could show me some videos that induce sexual excitement.”


      Yeah. The Vali Lucifer—the White Dragon Emperor, the strongest in history—straight-up said that.


      Why would someone like him say something that insane? Naturally, it was Azazel’s fault.


      Apparently, the old fallen angel had told him this: “Listen up, Vali. If you want to obtain powers beyond your understanding, maybe you should study Issei a bit. That guy got his hands on a mysterious energy I’m calling breast power. He’s a Heavenly Dragon, same as you, so if you want to know about powers that aren’t magic- or dragon-related, you should pay attention to how he goes about his life.”


      Given Vali’s obsession with strength, he was being dead serious.


      No way! No matter how much of that so-called breast power I might have unlocked, explaining it to my rival via erotic DVDs was too much to ask!


      But with him glaring at me, practically radiating intimidation and ordering me to show him the videos, there was no way I could turn him down.


      And so it ended up being just the two of us—or rather, the Two Heavenly Dragons—watching erotic DVDs together.


      As moaning sounded from the screen, Vali leaned forward with that dead-serious expression of his and asked, “Which part am I supposed to be focusing on? The breasts? The buttocks?”


      What the hell?!


      Like an idiot, I found myself answering, “Uh, well… See, this one’s got the nurse outfit going on, right? That’s called cosplay. Some guys are really into scenarios like that.”


      I actually gave him a whole polite lecture about it!


      Vali, of course, took it all in with a deep, thoughtful look. “Nurse outfits… Cosplay… How does this convert into dragon power…?”


      Instead of some wild moment where two guys got to bond over their fetishes, it just turned into me giving a dry, awkward commentary on adult DVDs all night long.


      In the end, he stood up with a blank look and muttered, “I don’t get it, but I can at least understand that you’re dedicated to your research, Issei Hyoudou. Perhaps your current strength is simply the fruit of your diligence. There’s still much I don’t understand about the power of dragons.”


      Then, with the ominous words, “I’ll be back,” he left.


      Probably because of that, I had lost any interest I might have had in watching erotic DVDs with the guys anytime soon.


      Motohama shook his head. “I was actually planning to play that new erotic video game I got—Absolute Sanctuary: Make-a-Baby Princess—but it sounds like that won’t bring me any closer to obtaining breast power, either.”


      …What…did he just say…?


      I was willing to pass on the DVDs, but my ears pricked up when I heard that video game title.


      “W-wait, is that the one everyone’s been raving about?!”


      I had heard it was about a wandering swordsman who ends up staying at a castle and getting all hot and heavy with the princesses there! Plus, the story was apparently packed with mysterious twists, the girls were ridiculously pretty, and the journey to win them over was so emotional it could make you cry! It sounded amazing!


      “Yeah. I managed to get my hands on it. Figured you’d like it, since you’ve been on this whole princess and noble lady thing lately.”


      Damn right! I had recently developed a huge soft spot for anything with princess or lady in the title. It was practically a reflex now. Maybe that was because I was dating Rias…? It had to be.


      “…Hmm. An eroge, huh? Sounds interesting,” Xenovia remarked from the side.


      “And it’s about princesses!” Irina added. “I feel like I’m starting to understand Issei’s tastes!”


      Please! Don’t make me play erotic games under female supervision! I just want to enjoy them quietly on my own, okay?!


      Kiryuu, eyes gleaming, decided to shift the topic. “Anyway, Christmas is just around the corner.”


      Right. Today was the twentieth, so just a few more days.


      Of course, the bespectacled Kiryuu was already grinning like a degenerate. “So, Hyoudou…what kind of presents are you hoping for this year?”


      …Wh-what was with that look like she was waiting for me to say something dirty…? I shot a nervous glance toward the Church Trio, worried she might have filled their heads with weird ideas—and sure enough, Xenovia’s eyes were sparkling, while Asia and Irina were blushing furiously.


      Xenovia rested a hand on my shoulder. “I heard from Kiryuu. Apparently, in Japan, Christmas isn’t for families—it’s for couples to get together and make children. And if you do it properly, Heaven will bless you with a kid. Yep, Christmas in Japan is a wonderful holiday for people seeking offspring.”


      She even gave me a thumbs-up. No shame whatsoever.


      Sure, Christmas in Japan was treated as a couples’ holiday, but it wasn’t literally about making babies…! Well, I guess it could lead to that, but still!


      Asia and Irina fidgeted nervously.


      “B-based on that Japanese tradition…I’m supposed to give myself to you as a present… Right, Issei? I-if you would even want someone like me…”


      “…W-well, I’ve been away from Japan for a while, so maybe the customs have changed, but if that’s how it is now, and if that’s what you want, Issei…th-then I guess I’ll just have to…g-give myself to you as a present…”


      Nooo! They were misunderstanding everything! I mean, I wouldn’t exactly mind getting them as presents, but I couldn’t just leave them with that kind of cultural misconception!


      “Kiryuu!” I shouted. “I told you to quit filling their heads with weird nonsense!”


      She just flashed me that sly, perverted grin of hers. Dammit! I was starting to think she was my true nemesis. No, scratch that—she was my nemesis!


      Matsuda and Motohama glared at me reproachfully.


      “Damn you, Issei! May your privates shrivel up and fall off!”


      “Beautiful girls throwing themselves at you! Why do you need porn or games anymore?! You’re basically living an eroge right now!”


      They clung to each other, sobbing as they declared, “You don’t get to borrow our DVDs or games anymore!”


      …Great. It looked like I wouldn’t get to play Absolute Sanctuary: Make-a-Baby Princess over winter break after all.


      And that was how the last day of the school term ended.


      It was time for winter vacation!


      That afternoon, right after the closing ceremony, the Occult Research Club gathered in the VIP room on the top floor of the Hyoudou residence.


      Rossweisse and Azazel showed up, too, fresh off their own post-ceremony work. And Sister Griselda, who was in charge of the local Church staff, also dropped by.


      With just about everyone who could make it assembled, Irina took the lead and announced the reason for today’s meeting: “We’re going to hand out presents to everyone in Kuou Town for Christmas!”


      Yep. We members of Team DxD, along with representatives from the three great powers stationed in Kuou, had cooked up this little plan for the holidays.


      “This town stands as a symbol of peace between the three great powers, and it’s also a critical strategic location,” Rias noted. “But before that, it’s home to the people who live here. Since we’re always making use of this place, it’s only right that we celebrate Christmas with the local residents.”


      “Exactly!” Irina nodded enthusiastically. “That’s why Heaven and the underworld are teaming up to pass out presents to everyone here! And the ones doing the handing out will be…” She glanced around at all of us.


      “Team DxD. Right?” I answered for her.


      “Bingo! And of course, we’ll all be dressed as Santa, to make it more festive!”


      So yeah, that was the kind of project we had been working on lately. A lot had gone down in this town since the start of the year. Honestly, it wouldn’t have been surprising if everyone who lived here had just up and vanished, given the kind of incidents we had been dealing with. Up till now, we had managed to stop most of them before they got out of hand, but the truth was, we had also been causing a lot of trouble for the residents without even realizing it.


      Naturally, the question for us was why we didn’t just move somewhere else. But that was easier said than done. Once you had set yourself up in a place like this, it wasn’t exactly easy to relocate. Besides, we didn’t have the time to spare to pull that off.


      Our younger members had suggested, “Why don’t we at least give the townspeople some presents for Christmas?” Surprisingly, the higher-ups in each faction were on board with the idea from the start, and they even agreed to fund it. All of us chipped in from our own pockets, too. We had been causing so much grief for the people here, this much was the least we could do.


      As for gifts, we had a considerable variety. Ideally, we would have wanted to do some low-key recon and make a thorough list of what everyone actually wanted, but we didn’t have the time for that. So we went with safe, general stuff—things that anyone would be happy to get. For little girls, we picked out magical girl transformation sets from kids’ anime shows. For hardworking dads, stuff like ties and massage coupons. If we went too over the top, people might start thinking it was some kind of supernatural phenomenon, so we decided to keep it low-key.


      “Well, I don’t see any problem with sparking an urban legend.”


      That was how Azazel put it.


      Once we got the green light, everyone was super hyped. I mean, how often do you get to be the one playing Santa Claus? It was infinitely better than dressing up for a part-time job and standing in front of a store.


      Was it really acceptable for demons to dress up as Santa? Was it even okay for us to participate in a Christian holiday like Christmas? Those kinds of questions did come up, but the general consensus was, It’s fine, just this once. And honestly, I had to agree—it was nice to mix things up every once in a while.


      “Oh-ho, here’s one Santa costume,” Akeno said, showing off a sample outfit for the girls. It was bright red and white, your classic Santa suit.


      “Are we doing the reindeer thing, too?” Xenovia asked Irina as she picked it up.


      Irina turned to Sister Griselda. “Can reindeer really fly?”


      “We’ll cast a flying spell on them,” she answered.


      Nice—so we would actually have reindeer flying through the night sky pulling a sleigh.


      “Getting to be Santa Claus is a real honor,” Xenovia remarked.


      “Still, I kind of feel bad… It’s like we’re stealing Santa’s job. Isn’t this, like, interfering with his work?” Irina asked.


      The two of them were chatting away like Santa Claus was actually real.


      “Come on, there’s no way Santa Claus is real,” I started to say, but the two of them looked at me like I was the crazy one.


      ““Of course he is.””


      …


      They said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Hold on… Wasn’t Santa just your parents? I knew that sounded lame, but it was the truth, right? There was no way Santa actually existed. No…?


      I turned to Rias. “Wait… You’re not telling me he’s actually real, are you?”


      She smiled. “Well, technically, yes. But that’s another discussion. Let’s skip the explanation for now.”


      Seriously?! Santa was real?! Well, if angels and demons existed, it probably wasn’t all that far-fetched. But I had been on this world for seventeen years now, and not once had I met the guy! I had never so such as gotten a present from him!


      “…Santa doesn’t visit pervy kids.”


      Koneko hit me with that brutal one-liner!


      Yeah, I guess he wouldn’t, huh? Sorry for asking for dirty DVDs and naughty magazines back when I was in elementary school!


      While I was busy repenting in silence, Rias kept talking. “Christmas is actually a busy time for demons. We’ll have a meeting about it later. So, my Familia, make sure you show up.”


      “““Understood,””” we responded in sync.


      “We get a flood of requests from lonely people around Christmas. It’s one of the busiest times of year,” Kiba said, turning to me.


      Apparently, tons of requests come pouring in each Christmas—several times the usual amount. Personally, I thought it felt kind of wrong to summon a demon on Christmas, of all days, but maybe that was just a sign of how desperate and lonely people could get. I could sympathize with them. Ideally, I would want to spend Christmas with a girlfriend, too, you know?


      “We have to visit the clients who made time for us that day,” Rias added.


      …I wanted to spend Christmas with her, but it looked like that wasn’t happening this year. Between this gift project and all our demon work, we were going to be swamped.


      “You probably got a bunch of invites from ladies, too, huh?” I joked, nudging Kiba. “Planning to show off your fancy cooking skills or something?”


      “I got a lot of requests like that last year… But this year, I was thinking it might be nice to spend it with friends.”


      Suddenly his eyes got all misty, his cheeks turning bright red. “I’m planning to bake a cake… I was hoping you might try some, Issei.”


      Why me?! Why was this handsome Adonis looking at me like a blushing maiden?!


      “I keep telling you, say that sort of thing to a girl! I’m texting Vice-Chairwoman Shinra to ask you out!”


      I started firing off a message to the vice-chairwoman, who had given me her phone number just the other day: KIBA’S MAKING A CAKE—INTERESTED IN A SLICE?


      Kiba freaked out. “Wh-why are you bringing her into this? You’ve been trying to set me up with her lately, haven’t you?”


      Damn right I had! It was my responsibility to steer this guy down the right path! Otherwise, he was going to end up in a really weird place! I felt like having a woman around would stop him from doing anything reckless. The thing was, Kiba pushed himself even harder than I did. Just look at what happened with the Gram—he was always taking risky bets in battle. Sure, he usually managed to pull it off thanks to his skills and abilities, but one of these days, he might not be so lucky.


      I wasn’t one to talk, being the guy who liked to charge in without thinking, but still—I didn’t want to see my friend die. That was why someone had to be there for him. And honestly, I thought it should be a woman. Men need an emotional anchor, someone to come back to. Being with Rias had made me realize that. It was because I wanted to make sure I could always return to her that I had started thinking harder about surviving.


      So yes, I was trying to set him up with Shinra—with help from Chairwoman Sona and the other Sitri girls. They weren’t an item yet, but we were working on it.


      “Come to think of it, Teach, didn’t you say the Sitri group wasn’t going to be able to make it today?” I asked.


      Apparently, while they were on board with the Christmas plan, they wouldn’t be able to join us for any of the prep talks. It looked like they would be winging it based on whatever we decided.


      “Yeah, they’re still restoring Auros,” Azazel answered. “You can fix the buildings and whatnot with magic, but after what happened, they’ve got to beef up the defenses, too. They’re basically reworking the whole place.”


      Auros Academy had been half destroyed during the attack by Qlippoth. The town’s administration had to rethink its defenses, and there were now soldiers stationed there as well. The authorities were working to reinforce the anti-terrorism barriers, but with an enemy like what we were facing, there was no telling what could happen… Not that I thought Qlippoth would strike again right away. And apparently, the town had also taken in some of the refugees from the floating city of Agreas.


      Despite everything, enrollment applications at the academy had skyrocketed, and there was now a multiyear waitlist. It just went to show how much the latest incident had affected the underworld.


      “It was all over the underworld news,” Azazel said. “Headlines like ‘Young Demons Stand Tall Against Terrorist Army—Defending Dream School with Courage and Hope!’ That kind of stuff draws attention whether we like it or not. Especially since it was reincarnated demons like you guys, and Sairaorg, who doesn’t have much in the way of demonic powers, going wild against legendary Evil Dragons. To low- and mid-ranked demons, you’re basically folk heroes.”


      As he said, the parents of the kids at the open day saw the battle firsthand, and they were incredibly eager to talk to reporters. Word had spread like wildfire, and now everyone in the underworld seemed to know about Auros Academy. The Sitri Familia had been drowning in media coverage and applications, hence their current absence from the human world.


      …On the flip side, there had been some backlash about losing Agreas. Especially from Rating Game fans and noble players—they weren’t at all thrilled that the Rating Game Mecca had been taken. In addition, the media had been going crazy speculating about the city’s true nature. That, combined with the Auros battle, meant demons in general were feeling a mix of hope and unease about the future.


      …The same went for us, really. We still hadn’t heard anything from Ajuka Beelzebub about what Agreas really was. And I had a bad feeling that when we did find out, it was going to mean more problems…


      But we couldn’t just sit around and stress about that forever. That was why I thought our Christmas project was a good opportunity. Yes, we were supposed to be a counter-terrorism unit, but it felt good doing something nice for people for once.


      I wanted to spar with Saji soon, too. He’d just gotten his Balance Breaker, so he was still working out the kinks. I couldn’t wait to see what it was like in action—especially since he now had dragon-type armor like mine.


      “You guys really are something,” Azazel said with a wry grin. “You throw yourselves into battle, go to school, participate in projects like this, and still manage to stay on top of your jobs. I’ve got to give you props.”


      He was right—we were doing a lot. But as far as I was concerned, if you had power, you ought to use it to protect others. I hated the thought of people getting hurt because we had failed to act when we could have.


      Later, we had a planning meeting, then tried on our costumes. The girls were having a blast chatting and laughing over the Santa outfits.


      Azazel glanced over at Rias, busy reading some papers. “Rias. How’s Grayfia?”


      Rias narrowed her eyes at this mention of her sister-in-law. “It’s a tough situation…”


      Right now, Grayfia was interrogating her younger brother, the traitor Euclid Lucifugus. Strange though it was, Euclid himself had requested that his sister be the one to question him.


      …What an over-the-top sister worshipper. Getting caught just so he could have some one-on-one time with his beloved big sis? Maybe he’d wanted to lose to us?


      Naturally, the leaders of the underworld’s defenses weren’t thrilled about the situation, but Sirzechs had given the okay, so the sibling interrogation went ahead.


      “I hear he’s in a great mood,” Rias continued. “He must really enjoy chatting with his sister. That said, I’m told the interrogations have been brutal—not the kind of thing you would expect from someone questioning their own brother.”


      As she explained, if Grayfia showed so much as a shred of mercy, the higher-ups would take it as proof that she, a Lucifugus—the former Lucifer’s right hand—was plotting a rebellion. She had to be completely ruthless to prove her loyalty to the current Demon Kings.


      Apparently, she wasn’t holding back at all. I, for one, sure didn’t want to get on her bad side. She could be terrifying when she put her mind to it…


      “According to the latest info, Euclid’s started talking—he says Qlippoth has multiple hideouts,” Azazel continued. “Each faction is already sending in agents. Looks like a full-on assault is about to begin. I just got word from Shemhazai—they’ve issued the order to wipe them out.”


      So Euclid had started revealing their bases. Was that because Grayfia had broken him, or was it part of some larger plan? It could easily have been either.


      Oh, and apparently, that fake Boosted Gear gauntlet of his had been destroyed. Azazel said it was probably programmed to self-destruct if Euclid lost. There weren’t even any pieces left.


      “There’s no way we’re going to catch Rizevim at this rate, is there?” I asked Azazel.


      “Of course not. The only ones still holed up in those hideouts are probably low-level grunts and a few mages. The main force has no doubt already moved to Agreas. And now that Agreas itself has gone missing…”


      …So they had made the floating island their current base? It made sense. It was basically a whole city—perfect as a secret lair. It probably had a huge amount of food, equipment, and weaponry stocked up. If they were making use of all that, dealing with them was going to be a real pain.


      “Where does a floating island that size even disappear to?” I asked.


      Azazel rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “It’s probably camouflaged. Blending it into the scenery somehow. And, of course, protected by spells designed to slip past our detection systems.”


      Camouflage, huh? In that case, what if it was hiding in plain sight, floating right above us in Kuou…? Probably not. That being said, we still didn’t even know if they could fully bring it into the human world. Knowing those guys, I wouldn’t put it past them.


      “They’ve been trying to get in touch with Ajuka and his people, since they’re the ones who know the most about Agreas, but I’m told it’s been tough. Word is, they’re busy dealing with their own problems.”


      Even Beelzebub had his hands full. I guess running the Rating Game was just one of many tasks he was currently dealing with…


      “…You’ve figured something out about Agreas, haven’t you, Teach?” I asked.


      Azazel gave me a smug little grin. Ah, yep. This was definitely his I’m onto something face.


      “…More or less. But there’s no point talking about it now. Once we get an official report from Ajuka, I’ll tell you what I’ve deduced.”


      …What was the real story behind that floating island?


      Just then, Griselda checked her watch and turned to address everyone. “First, I’ll be escorting you all to Heaven. There, we’ll go over the details for the event and check the gifts, and Lord Michael will give a pre–New Year’s greeting.”


      Whoa! It was happening! We were actually going to Heaven! Demons going to Heaven—what kind of crazy miracle was that?! Thank God for this peace among the three great powers! I had been dying to know what it was like. We all knew what the underworld was like, but we were still in the dark about the realm of the angels. What kind of world was floating up there in the sky?


      “Tell Michael I said hi,” Azazel said, waving us off.


      It seemed he wasn’t joining us.


      “You’re not coming to Heaven, Teach? Or wait—should I be asking if you’re not going back?”


      He let out a sigh. “You really think I could just waltz back in there…? Though if they’d fix me up with my old lab, I might consider it. Anyway, I’m just on board to help with the event. The rest is up to you kids.”


      With that, he walked off.


      “All right! We’re heading to Heaven through the underground magic square!”


      At Rias’s command, we made our way to the bottommost level of the Hyoudou residence.


      We were off to Heaven!


      The teleportation room beneath the house wasn’t set up with the usual magic square inscribed in the demon script.


      Instead, Irina and Sister Griselda stood in prayer, reciting something that sounded like a spell—or maybe a verse from the Bible… Judging by the way all of us demons, myself included, were struggling with headaches, it probably was scripture.


      Before heading to Heaven, we were each given a special ring, exclusively for members of Team DxD, that would let us move around up there. When I held it over my head, it floated up and began to glow. Whoa! I felt like I had just been given an angel’s halo!


      With this, even non-angels like us could walk around Heaven without significantly affecting the system left behind by the biblical God. Apparently, if someone who knew God was gone—or someone who could potentially disrupt the system—were to stroll into Heaven unchecked, it could cause all kinds of problems. The rings helped dilute that risk as much as possible.


      Each ring was uniquely tied to its wearer’s personal ID, making it one of a kind. I had better not lose mine…


      The only reason we even had stuff like this was the technology provided by the Grigori and the demon side. Without our peace treaty, it would have been impossible to develop items that let us safely enter Heaven. Actually, this kind of thing suggested that tragedies like what had happened to Asia might be less likely in the future… Yeah, we couldn’t let that happen again.


      The two most excited about the rings were Asia and Xenovia.


      “Asia! I—I feel like an angel!”


      “Yes! It’s such an honor!”


      Those two had always been devout believers, so this was probably a dream come true for them. Their faces were practically glowing.


      “All right! Before we enter Heaven, the three of us should say a prayer together to commemorate this!” Irina suggested with a smile.


      “Right!”


      “Let’s.”


      The three of them struck their signature prayer pose—rings floating over their heads.


      “““O Lord!”””


      An angelic Asia… Yep, that would really suit her…! Just picturing it had me breaking into a grin.


      …Still, these rings that let us members of Team DxD enter Heaven safely—this had to mean someone had anticipated the possibility of us needing to go up there in a hurry…which meant they were worried Heaven might also be attacked.


      While I was mulling that over, a massive double door suddenly appeared in the teleportation room. It was absolutely majestic, gleaming white and looking like it was carved from marble, creaking open with a deep, resonating sound.


      “Here you go,” Sister Griselda said, motioning for us to step through.


      Irina was already ahead of us, walking inside. “Come on, hurry up! This is the special elevator that takes you all the way up to Heaven! Don’t be shy—get in, get in!”


      Irina was clearly riding a high. Out of all of us, she was probably the most excited about this Christmas project. You could see how happy and proud she was to serve the town as an angel.


      As we stepped through the gates that led to the elevator to Heaven, we were swallowed by a white space. Then, all of a sudden, golden symbols lit up beneath our feet.


      A wave of weightlessness hit us—like our bodies had just been launched into the sky!


      In a flash, the scenery around us shifted completely, and we were bathed in divine light. Glancing around—clouds stretched in every direction! When I looked up, I saw the vast white glow of the heavens above us. And ahead, an enormous gate came into view.


      …Did we just get launched straight from the Hyoudou residence basement? The moment those symbols under us lit up, it must have brought us all the way up here in one go.


      While Asia and I were still standing there dumbfounded, Rias and Akeno remained perfectly composed.


      But there was no time to be amazed—the massive gates began to open!


      With the grand gates visible behind them, Sister Griselda and Irina turned to us and said, ““Welcome to Heaven!””


      As we passed through the massive gates—the front entrance to Heaven—we were met with a paved, gleaming path, rows of stone buildings, structures floating in the sky, and angels with pure white wings fluttering past! It was dazzling! Sure, the sky itself glowed brilliantly, but on top of that, the buildings, the angels, and the very path we were walking on seemed to shine with their own inner light!


      There wasn’t a speck of dust on the road. The angels we passed gave us curious looks—some seemed to recognize us, others clearly didn’t.


      Sister Griselda, walking ahead, gave us a brief explanation.


      “Heaven is comprised of seven layers. This is the First Heaven, the lowest level. The Seventh Heaven, at the very top, was once said to be the dwelling place of God. Now only the system that governs divine miracles remains there—along with the system for Sacred Gears.”


      I had heard all this from Irina beforehand. The First Heaven was basically the place where angels worked—it was like their base. Irina and Sister Griselda both primarily operated from here whenever they returned to Heaven temporarily.


      Irina pointed up at a floating building—built right on a cloud! “See that one? That’s the gathering place for Lord Michael’s Brave Saints! I stop by there all the time!”


      A floating building as your workplace? Classy.


      “Lord Michael and the seraphim reside in the Sixth Heaven,” she continued, pointing straight above us. “That’s basically Heaven’s headquarters. Most of us lower-ranking angels, myself included, mainly operate out of this base in the First Heaven, though.”


      So Michael was in the Sixth Heaven. In that case, that was probably where we were headed.


      Rias looked around, intrigued. “I’ve heard the structure of the layers has changed quite a bit from the past.”


      “Azazel—before the fall of the Grigori—was stationed in the Fifth Heaven, I think,” Xenovia added.


      Sister Griselda nodded. “Yes. Back when they were still angels, the Grigori members were housed in the Fifth Heaven, which served temporarily as a holding facility. These days, it’s mostly a research district. The Brave Saints cards were developed there.”


      Huh. So Teach’s old lab was where they were manufacturing those Brave Saints cards. That kind of gave it some personal significance.


      We walked along, taking in the sights like a band of tourists, until we finally arrived at the elevator that would take us to the upper levels. After passing through a thorough security check made by angelic guards and then through several thick doors, we boarded an elevator as before and ascended even higher.


      Another massive gate awaited us at each level, and we had to pass through each of them to proceed. It was a bit of a hassle, but it was probably necessary to keep Heaven secure. Every layer had its own giant gate and checkpoint, so only those with proper clearance could go farther up.


      We didn’t get to see much of the Second or Third Heavens. Unlike in the First Heaven, where we could walk around a bit, at those levels, we were immediately shuffled toward the elevator.


      Fortunately, Sister Griselda filled in the blanks for us.


      “The area most people picture when they think about Heaven is actually the Third Heaven, the largest of all the layers. It’s so vast that people say its borders are unknown. Unfortunately, due to concerns that the souls of the faithful might become disturbed by the presence of demons, we’ve decided to skip that part of the tour today.”


      So the Heaven I had always pictured was the Third Heaven? And we had already passed the Fourth? It felt weird to think we’d just skipped paradise. Plus, we were demons—demons passing through Heaven. That phrase alone sounded kind of cool, but we didn’t even get to see the place. Still, I had to admit, if I were one of the souls resting there, I wouldn’t want demons dropping by, either.


      Well, there seemed to be as many heavens as there were mythologies. This one would be the Christian version—the heaven of the angels who had once served the biblical God.


      “The Fourth Heaven is also known as the Garden of Eden. You know, the whole Adam and Eve story,” Irina added.


      The Garden of Eden! I figured it would be paradisical. I would have loved to see it, but we’d moved right on past.


      The Fifth Heaven really was packed with research facilities—some buildings even looked like modern-day human constructions. It was kind of refreshing, actually. Knowing this was where Azazel used to work made it even more interesting…but we weren’t stopping here, either.


      When we boarded the elevator to the Sixth Heaven, Sister Griselda added, almost as an afterthought: “There’s something you should know about Heaven’s rules… They aren’t as tolerant of worldly thoughts as the human or demon realms.” She raised a finger. “In short, impure thoughts are especially unwelcome.”


      Well, that made sense. They were angels, after all. They weren’t allowed to harbor malevolent thoughts. I had even seen Irina’s wings flash black and white just from nonerotic impure thoughts. The first time it happened, I had been shocked that was enough to nearly make her fall from grace.


      “…In other words, you need to keep your obscene thoughts in check, Issei.”


      Koneko’s blunt comment left me speechless.


      “R-right! I’ll do my best to keep it clean!”


      Yeah, no way was I getting up to any funny business in Heaven!


      As we reached the Sixth Heaven, we were greeted by the biggest gate yet—and a towering wall that stretched as far as the eye could see! The gate alone must have been over a hundred meters tall! It slowly opened, and we passed through. Honestly, the gate was so thick it might as well have been a wall. Only literal gods would be capable of smashing through something like this. Even I didn’t have any techniques that would be capable of getting through it. It was so massive I doubted my turbocharged Crimson Blaster would be able to break it.


      Beyond the gate stood a radiant, templelike structure with golden halos glowing behind it.


      The building gave off an aura so holy, you could feel the blessings radiating from it. Somehow, we were still alive—but simply looking at it felt like it might be hazardous to demons, like it could vaporize evil just on sight. It was that divine, that overwhelming.


      “That is Zebul, the central facility of the current Heaven, where the seraphim reside,” Sister Griselda explained as we walked toward the building. “We refer to the building itself by that name. The level above this—the Seventh Heaven—is off-limits to everyone except the seraphim. For most of us, this is as high as we’ll ever go.”


      Zebul.


      So this is where Lord Michael and the others lived! To think I had never even visited the Demon Kings’ places in the underworld, and here I was in the heart of Heaven…


      Just then, Griselda and Irina turned away from the main path toward Zebul.


      “Actually,” Griselda said, “Zebul is currently undergoing renovations. The seraphim have temporarily relocated elsewhere. Lord Michael is waiting for us this way.”


      Renovations? Maybe they were reinforcing the place against terrorist attacks or something?


      A few minutes later, we arrived at what looked like a courtyard, complete with beautiful, colorful flowers blooming everywhere and water flowing in gentle streams.


      There, at a small terrace table, sat the man himself.


      The moment he saw us, he stood with a kind smile. “Well, everyone. It’s been a while.”


      A stunning man with golden wings—Lord Michael! The leader of Heaven! The legendary Archangel! The last time we saw him up close had probably been at the big three-way peace event.


      “It’s an honor to see you again, Lord Michael. Thank you so much for inviting us,” Rias said, bowing deeply.


      Everyone from the Occult Club followed suit. We were, after all, here as representatives of demon society. We had to show the proper respect.


      As we took our seats, Michael flashed us another smile. “So, what do you think of Heaven?” he asked.


      “It’s…overwhelming, in a divine way,” I said honestly.


      “It’s a beautiful place,” Rias added. “If this is where human souls come after death, it truly is a paradise.”


      She too had been looking around in wonder on the way up.


      “Well,” Michael chuckled, “most people end up in Hell, actually.”


      Was that a Heaven joke?! Were we allowed to laugh at that?!


      “Please, don’t feel the need to be so formal. There’s not much here, but I hope you can relax and enjoy yourselves.”


      He gestured, and a female angel—insanely cute—came over to serve us tea. A tea party between angels and demons up in Heaven? Now this isn’t something you got to experience every day.


      “I want to take this chance to thank you all again for your efforts this year. It’s been a turbulent time. Without you, neither Heaven nor the underworld would be standing as they are now. Honestly, having demons and angels drinking tea together in Heaven? I wouldn’t have believed it a year ago. But thanks to your courage and sacrifices, here we are.”


      Receiving thanks from the Archangel himself? What an honor!


      “Xenovia, you’ve been here before, haven’t you?” he asked.


      “Yes, Lord Michael. I came to have the Durendal repaired after it was destroyed by the leader of the Hero Faction.”


      Apparently, legendary weapons in the possession of the Church, those too dangerous to keep on Earth, were stored and repaired here in Heaven. Xenovia’s combined Excalibur and Durendal sword was sent up here for maintenance after each battle. Sometimes, she would send it in the morning and get it back the same afternoon. The fusion was still in the experimental stages, so Heaven’s researchers were no doubt still studying it.


      Later, Michael showed us a list of Christmas gifts for the upcoming event, and we all gave input on how to distribute them.


      “The person who planned this event should be arriving on-site soon. Once you’ve finalized the details with them, you can all return to your posts,” he said, wrapping up the discussion.


      Right. Back in the human world—in Kuou—the planner would probably be arriving about now.


      After reviewing the event plan, we brought out a round object.


      “This is the gem containing Grendel’s sealed soul,” I explained.


      It was the soul of Grendel, the Evil Dragon we’d defeated during the defense of Auros Academy. At a teammate’s suggestion, we’d decided Heaven would be the safest place to analyze and secure it.


      Evil Dragons were tenacious, and this gem might not hold him forever. Even though it was sealed, his consciousness could leak out. Azazel had endorsed leaving it to Heaven, seeing as they were the experts in this kind of thing.


      Michael took the gem in his hand. “We’ll handle the analysis and storage in collaboration with the Grigori.”


      All right, that was one fewer thing to worry about.


      With the formal discussion out of the way, we continued the tea party in good spirits, until a voice called out, “Miiichael!”


      The voice had a soft, stretched tone. We looked over—and there she was. Wavy blond hair, a serene, gentle smile. Her wings matched Michael’s in number. And she was wearing…a Santa costume?!


      “Oh, Gabriel,” Michael answered.


      “Lady Gabriel,” Sister Griselda greeted her.


      Yes, that Gabriel. The most beautiful woman in Heaven, and one of the Four Great Seraphim. Just looking at her was almost blinding! Even in a fairly modest Santa outfit, her curvy figure was unmistakable. Her breasts—those glorious, divine breasts—looked to be filled with love and grace themselves!


      “Ah, Griselda dear, everyone—so nice to see you again! I haven’t seen you since the sports festival, have I? It’s a pleasure to see you all!”


      As she bowed slightly, her ample bosom bounced with a heavenly jiggle. I could swear it literally sparkled!


      Yep, if anyone’s bosom would radiate divine energy, it would be hers.


      At that moment, several layers of angelic runes erupted around me, forming a complex array. Not a magic square—more like a holy seal.


      “Wh-what the…?! What’s this barrier?!”


      Startled, I looked over at Lord Michael, who gave a sheepish smile.


      “Ah, sorry. That’s our automatically deployed Fall Prevention System. It is activated when excessive lustful energy is detected in Heaven. It’s usually meant to keep angels from falling, but I suppose it reacted to you, too, Red Dragon Emperor.”


      A safeguard against falling from grace, huh? And it had been activated because of my dirty thoughts? So if I were actually an angel, I would be in danger of a full-blown fall from Heaven?


      “…Issei. Your obscene eyes were ogling Lady Gabriel’s chest.”


      Once again, Koneko hit me with her sharp commentary!


      Yes! I couldn’t stop staring at Gabriel’s bosom—it was way too distracting!


      But Gabriel herself didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. In fact, she just smiled sweetly at me.


      “Oh my, demons really are such perverts. That’s no good, you know? Naughty, naughty!”


      She poked me in the forehead with her finger… Ah, what an adorably gentle punishment!


      Just as I was feeling all touched by her kindness, the barrier around me grew even stronger—and some kind of alarm started going off!


      “Um… I think the alarm just got worse…?” Asia said, confused by the sudden reaction.


      “…Enough already, Issei,” Rias said with an exasperated sigh.


      S-sorry! That was embarrassing! But I couldn’t help it—Gabriel’s bosom shook something deep inside me! I hadn’t felt like that in forever! It was divine—literally!


      “Well, well, if it isn’t Issei and the gang!”


      We turned around to the sound of a familiar voice—and there stood the Joker, Dulio, grinning before walking over.


      “Dulio. Done with your walk?” Michael asked.


      Dulio gave a slight bow. “Ah, yes. Sorry about that. Thanks for letting me take a breather, especially during a time like this…”


      “All the more reason to rest when it’s most needed. Besides, you’re helping out with the Christmas gift deliveries, aren’t you?”


      “Of course. I’m good at that kind of thing.”


      Nice. I’d figured he wasn’t participating since we hadn’t seen him around, but it sounded like Dulio would also be joining in on the Christmas plans.


      Just then, Sister Griselda stepped forward and spoke to the Archangel. “Lord Michael, perhaps now would be a good time to share that matter with everyone?”


      “Yes, you’re right.” He nodded. “It’s not entirely unrelated, either. Actually, there has been a series of attacks targeting high-ranking Church officials.”


      —.


      …Church officials were being attacked? That was a pretty dark turn all of a sudden.


      Everyone immediately turned serious, listening intently to what Michael had to say next.


      “There have been casualties at various branches, not just at the Vatican headquarters. We’re still investigating the details, but we’ve detected traces of Evil Dragon energy. Which likely means—”


      “Qlippoth, right?” Rias finished for him.


      Michael nodded again. “Yes. Stay on alert. We still don’t know their objective, and if we let our guard down, that’s exactly when they’ll strike. They seem very fond of pulling off surprise traps.”


      …Evil Dragon energy? So Qlippoth was targeting the Church now…? They were terrorists, so maybe that wasn’t all that surprising. But what was their objective? Random attacks? Maybe… But something felt off…


      With that unsettling piece of news, we wrapped up the meeting with Michael and Gabriel and set off back to the human world.
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      We parted ways with Sister Griselda before leaving Heaven. On our return, we were coming up from the teleportation room in the basement of the Hyoudou residence when we heard laughter coming from the living room.


      Curious, we all headed over—and found my mom chatting with a middle-aged man. He looked familiar, with chestnut-colored hair and dressed in a pastor’s outfit… Wait, that hair color…


      Noticing us, the man gave a warm, gentle smile—the kind that said he knew exactly who I was.


      “I hope you don’t mind—I dropped by a little early,” he said, when someone dashed past me and leaped into his arms.


      “Daddy!”


      “Oh! My angel! How have you been?”


      The man and Irina embraced each other warmly! Ah, of course! No wonder he looked familiar!


      This guy was Irina’s dad!


      Irina beamed as she hugged her father. “Can’t complain! What about you? You’ve been good?”


      “Of course,” he chuckled.


      My mom watched them with a fond smile, then turned to me. “Issei, this is Irina’s father. Do you remember him? He came by all of a sudden—it really caught me off guard.”


      Irina’s father held out his hand to me. “Hey there, Issei Hyoudou. Do you remember me?”


      I shook his hand.


      “Vaguely. I’m sorry—it’s been so long. I was a kid back then…”


      “No need to apologize. You and Irina were both very young. It’s only natural your memory’s a little hazy.”


      The Shidou family used to live nearby. I remembered going over to Irina’s house, and her dad would always bring us snacks and juice. He was such a kind guy. Her mom was just as sweet, too. Come to think of it, wasn’t Irina’s mom running a Japanese restaurant in the UK now? Both of them already knew Irina had become an angel. In that sense, the Shidou family was a lot more open than mine. I still hadn’t told my parents I had been reincarnated as a demon…


      Irina’s dad flashed me a warm grin. “This time, I’ll be working with Irina on a little project. But let’s save that talk for later. I also brought some gifts.”


      With that one sentence, everything clicked into place.


      Oh—so the mastermind behind the Christmas event…was Irina’s dad!


      After chatting for a bit, we all ended up having dinner together.


      At the table, Irina’s father started telling one wild story after another about Irina’s past adventures—half hero tales, half classic dad bragging. Poor Irina turned beet red as she sat there trying to endure it.


      “Geez, Dad! Why did you have to go and talk about private stuff in front of Issei’s parents?!”


      “Ha-ha-ha, sorry, sorry. I just wanted to tell everyone how adorable you are, Irina. But I got carried away!”


      Irina huffed and pouted, clearly upset with her dad. Honestly, the way she was puffing out her cheeks was pretty cute. It was rare to see her this visibly angry, so in a way, I would say dinner with her dad had turned out to be a meaningful experience, as we all got to see a new side of her.


      “So, you’re all back.”


      Azazel, meanwhile, had likewise returned to the Hyoudou residence.


      “You’re Irina’s old man? Name’s Azazel.”


      “A pleasure to meet you, former governor. I’m Shidou. I serve as both a Protestant pastor and a Church agent. Thank you for always looking after Irina…”


      The two men shook hands. To Irina’s father, Azazel wasn’t just a former fallen-angel leader—he was also a teacher at his daughter’s school.


      Once Azazel joined us in the VIP room, Irina’s dad cleared his throat and began formally. “Allow me to introduce myself again. I’m Touji Shidou, the one who proposed this Christmas project. I serve as a Protestant pastor in England.”


      “Dad used to be a warrior of the Church, you know!” Irina chimed in.


      A pastor, huh? Right, Catholic men of the cloth were called Father, but Protestants went with Pastor. Or wait—pastors weren’t clergy but teachers? Well, the terms and rules varied depending on the denomination. One thing was for sure—Protestant pastors could marry, unlike Catholic priests.


      “Anyway, I’d like to go over the reasoning behind the proposal and a few last-minute details before the big day.”


      He went on to explain the background of the event, key points to watch out for, and so on. Most of it I had heard already, so it wasn’t hard to follow. Essentially, the idea was to show appreciation to the local community—or, to put it bluntly, it was a kind of thank-you-slash-apology for all the trouble we had caused.


      The biggest surprise was that it turned out Irina’s dad was actually a high-ranking director on the Protestant side! Apparently, he held a position at a certain denomination that meant he was kind of a big deal. There was no official entourage with him this time, but that was just because he was familiar with the area and had declined an escort.


      “Ah, right, I brought a little something,” he said once he finished explaining the Christmas plan, and he started rummaging through his bag.


      What he pulled out…was a doorknob.


      …Why a doorknob?


      Everyone stared at it, puzzled, as Irina’s dad got to work replacing the knob on the door to the VIP room.


      “Just attach this to any door. This one here works fine. Remove the current knob, put this on, and when you open the door—”


      Beyond the doorway was…a completely unfamiliar, spacious room!


      What in the world?! We’d opened the door from inside the VIP room, and instead of the hallway, there was a giant, unknown space outside!


      It was maybe twenty tatami mats wide, or more. It might even have been bigger than my renovated bedroom. The walls were decorated with statues of angels and paintings of saints, and the whole place radiated a divine, holy atmosphere so strong it could probably burn demons on contact.


      But what really stole the show was the massive canopy bed smack-dab in the center!


      Aside from that, there wasn’t much—just a chair, a table, and a clock. But I couldn’t shake the weird aura in there. It felt like that sensation you get when you run into a priest, or the divine glow of an angel or something…


      While we stood there, bewildered, Irina’s dad explained, “This room was specially made so angels and demons can conceive children without issue. This doorknob connects to a private dimension designed to make it possible.”


      “—?!”


      Everyone was floored! I mean, obviously! Who wouldn’t be?! This whole place, with all its holy vibes and angelic decor, was built for angel/demon baby-making?! What?!


      Irina’s dad wrapped an arm around her shoulder and boldly declared, “Don’t hold back, Irina. Feel free to nurture your love with Issei here!”


      “What…? Eeeeeeeeeh?!”


      Irina absolutely lost it. Naturally! No one could have seen that coming!


      While the rest of us stood there, too stunned to react, her dad started getting emotional.


      “Sniff… When Irina became an angel, I thought I’d never get to see my grandchildren’s faces… I was ready to give up on that dream for the sake of our faith… But thanks to the merciful grace of Archangel Michael, I’ve been granted a chance to become a grandpa after all! Oh, surely this is the Lord’s love! Amen!”


      He then began quoting what were supposedly Michael’s words: “Angel Irina, Issei Hyoudou—whatever you two choose to do in this room is perfectly fine. Try all kinds of things. You’re young, after all—experiences and challenges are vital. That, too, in a way, is a form of faith.”


      …


      …Wh-what kind of faith was that, exactly?! A room where anything goes?! Oh! Wait, come to think of it, Xenovia had mentioned something about Michael preparing something special for Irina. Had they seriously used heavenly technology to build this thing?! I’d always thought the underworld and the Grigori wasted their tech in weird ways, but Heaven, too…?! I’d thought Michael, at least, would use his resources responsibly! But I was wrong! Heaven had built a full-blown baby-making suite! Even angels had gone the comedy route now!


      Irina’s dad put a hand on my shoulder, tears still in his eyes. “I’m counting on you, Issei, to give me a grandchild…”


      “U-uh, w-wait a sec…”


      He just dropped the g-word like it was nothing… What the heck was I supposed to say to that?!


      But of course, he ignored my confusion entirely and kept nodding to himself. “Boy or girl, either is fine! Actually, both would be great—I want to see grandkids of both kinds! Ah, if it’s a girl, she’ll be adorable, just like Irina… Since she’d be part angel, would that make her a super angel? If it’s a boy, maybe he’ll be strong and brave, like a dragon…”


      No… He had gone fully delusional, just like Irina tended to! Yep, no doubt about it—they were family, all right. Like father, like daughter!


      Meanwhile, Irina herself was curled up in a corner of the VIP room, shrinking in shame.


      “You idiot, Dad! Idiot, idiot, idiot, idiot, idiot! Lord Michael, why of all people would you give that thing to him?! This is the worst! Issei is going to hate me now!”


      I felt for her. This had to be rough. And having your own dad bring it in like that? This was practically a public humiliation ceremony!


      “…That sounds revolutionary, though,” Rias said thoughtfully.


      “Once you go in here, there’s only one thing you’re doing…,” Akeno added, impressed.


      Even Koneko and Ravel were muttering ominously to themselves.


      “…This is not a room I want my sister to know about.”


      “If she dragged him in there, I doubt she would let Issei go until he’s completely dried out…”


      “Let’s borrow it sometime, Asia,” Xenovia said.


      “…I—I’ll need to work on my confidence!” Asia replied, blushing.


      Next, Rossweisse was muttering to herself, face red and shaking her head. “N-not good! I’m thinking such indecent thoughts! It’s too soon! Far too soon!”


      “You’ve done it now, Issei!” Azazel said, clapping a hand on my shoulder with the sleaziest grin on his face. “It’s not every day a demon or dragon gets to sleep with an angel without corrupting her! You stud!”


      “Eh…? Uh, y-yeah, I guess…” I could only give him a nervous laugh.


      He looked at me, tilting his head. “…” He paused, then finally spoke. “Y’know, I’ve been suspecting this for a while now…” He trailed off, scratching his cheek.


      “…Suspecting what?” I asked, uneasy.


      He sighed. “Since you started dating Rias, your lust seems to have mellowed out. You were way more obsessed with pervy stuff back in the day. Now? Not so much… I guess being in a relationship has made you less intense.”


      “—?!”


      …He didn’t feel the lewdness coming off me anymore…?


      “Y-you mean, my, uh, desires…?”


      “Yeah. When was the last time you used your Dress Break or Boob-Lingual techniques in battle? Not that you should use them all the time, but still…”


      “No, I…haven’t used them recently…”


      Now that he mentioned it, I hadn’t used them even when I fought female enemies… Last time had been against Jeanne from the Hero Faction, right? When the mages attacked, they avoided sending women out because of my powers…


      Azazel must have caught on, because he asked again, “Huh? You didn’t use it on Valburga of the Purple Flame. She’s a woman, right? If you’d used your Boob-Lingual trick, maybe you could’ve read her moves.”


      “…Ugh… N-no, I didn’t…”


      Dammit! He was right! I was there, face-to-face with her! Even if she had been focused on Saji, I could have backed him up with my Boob-Lingual move! Why didn’t I think of that?! Was I too distracted by Fafnir’s disastrous cooking class?! No, the old me would have tried to talk to her breasts no matter what, enemies or no!


      Because where there were breasts, there was always a way.


      My hands started shaking. I had finally realized something about myself.


      “Whoa, whoa, seriously?” Azazel, no doubt noticing, said with concern. “You know, your strength comes from tapping into your desires—even in battle. That’s helped you survive countless times. I mean, sure, Valburga’s no joke—she’s a powerful magic user with a Sacred Gear, so it might not have worked anyway. But still…you didn’t even try to use it?”


      …I hadn’t. I hadn’t even thought to try it. A little while ago, I would have been all over her. If she’s a woman, I’ll just read her boobs! That had been my mindset.


      “Well, maybe this is growth, in a way… But you know, some guys do get weaker once they’ve got a girl. I don’t think that’s going to be you, but still… Everyone’s watching you. So use every part of yourself—including your perviness—to the fullest.”


      He was clearly trying to be supportive, but I still wasn’t sure how to feel about this…


      Was I satisfied now because I had gotten a girlfriend? That was ludicrous! There was no way I, a living embodiment of lust, could settle down because of a girl…! There was still a long path ahead of me before I became a harem king, and I hadn’t even gotten to do anything particularly naughty yet?! Could I really say I was feeling settled here?!


      …It wasn’t weird for high school guys these days to have at least one girlfriend! What was wrong with me having a girlfriend, too?! Things had changed drastically from my previous situation, but I still hadn’t changed my attitude toward chasing after girls! Really, I hadn’t changed my mindset at all…!


      Azazel patted me on the head as my shoulders slumped in defeat. “Well, don’t get too down. Just reignite your desires. Let’s see…did you bump into Gabriel up there?”


      “Y-yes. We saw her.”


      Azazel flashed me a lewd look. “That rack of hers was amazing, right?”


      “Yes! I could hardly believe it!”


      It really was amazing! They had been so divine, so rapturous, I couldn’t help but stare!


      “You know, back when I was in Heaven, I often found myself wanting to touch them, fluttering my wings in excitement. Gabriel’s breasts are something no man has ever touched or seen. Among the female angels who have seen them, they’re referred to as the ‘ultimate breasts.’”


      The ultimate breasts.


      What a wonderful phrase! I had to see those breasts at least once!


      “I can’t help but wish I’d fallen for touching them.”


      I could understand the feeling! If I had been born an angel, I would be happy to fall if it meant I got a chance to touch those ultimate breasts!


      …Huh.


      Just thinking back to Gabriel’s breasts made me feel like something I had almost forgotten was bubbling back to life.


      Azazel, not one to fail to notice, smiled. “That’s a nice pervy face you’ve got there. Looks like what you gained in Heaven isn’t going to waste. Issei, if you want to revive those old desires, you need to really wish to see breasts like that. Plus, by looking at those breasts, you might figure out something new. Who knows, now that you’ve been granted entry into Heaven, you might even be able to achieve the dreams I couldn’t.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Aim for Heaven’s ultimate breasts, Issei.”


      “Y-yeah! Someday, I’ll catch a glimpse of Gabriel’s breasts!”


      Here we were, master and disciple, both of us with tears streaming down our cheeks.


      With the women still focusing on the baby-making room, Azazel and I comforted each other as fellow degenerates.


      After all that hubbub about the baby-making room, and once Irina’s dad left, the rest of us sat down for a quick meeting about our upcoming plans—mostly about training schedules and demon work shifts.


      Azazel, by the way, invited Irina’s dad out for drinks.


      “Director Shidou! How about joining me at a place run by one of my subordinates?”


      “Really? I’d love to. It’s been a while since I’ve been in this town. I was hoping to stop by somewhere.”


      “Perfect… Say, you like boobs, right?”


      “Yes, very much.”


      “Then we’ve got no problem! You’re one helluva holy man! Let’s hit the nightlife in Kuou Town!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Irina, let’s keep this a secret from your mom, okay?”


      Off they went, disappearing into the night engaging in that kind of conversation! Azazel’s nighttime diplomacy wasn’t limited to old man Odin—it even extended to Christian folks! And Irina’s dad, answering “Yes, very much” with such an ecstatic look on his face! That guy was a first-class pervert!


      Even Xenovia remarked on it: “As expected of Irina’s father. He gave off a very obscene air.”


      …Anyway, setting that aside. I wished I could have gone, too.


      Still, looking at our schedule, it was clear I would have no time over winter break to hang out with Matsuda or Motohama. Besides, there was no telling when Qlippoth would attack next, so it wasn’t like we could plan anything major in advance. Maybe I’d never had the luxury of downtime to begin with.


      “Well, that’s it for today. Good work, everyone,” Rias said, dismissing us.


      Ah, what a day—we had gone to Heaven to plan for Christmas, then Irina’s dad showed up… Nonstop action. Seriously, being part of Team DxD meant our lives were just one big event after another.


      …A thought popped into my head. I turned to Koneko, who was busy clearing the tea.


      “Hey, Koneko. Do you think I’m less pervy than I used to be?”


      “…You’re still obscene,” she answered immediately.


      “R-right? That’s what I thought.”


      If she said so, then I guessed I was still plenty pervy.


      “…But…,” she added after a second.


      “But?”


      “Your super-obscene face seems calmer than before.”


      “—.”


      …Even Koneko, with her instinctive awareness of when I was doing or thinking anything lewd, was telling me I had mellowed out a bit.


      …Maybe I really did need to think this through. If the source of my power—my lust—was fading, that could seriously affect my future. Dammit… What should I do? Should I talk to Rias about this?


      As I was lost in thought, Rias came over and spoke up: “Issei. Got a minute?”


      “…Something wrong?”


      “Yes. I just got an urgent message from home. I’ll need to return to the castle for a bit.”


      A message from the Gremory family? So she was heading back temporarily?


      “Did something happen?” I asked.


      She tilted her head slightly. “…The tone wasn’t very reassuring. With everything going on right now, anything could happen. I was planning to visit Grayfia anyway, so I’ll just head back briefly. I’ll be back by tomorrow night.”


      …If it was something particularly serious, they would probably just have come out and said it. The fact that she needed to go back in person must have meant it was sensitive, something she couldn’t talk about out in the open. I was worried, sure, but I was relieved she was being allowed to see Grayfia.


      “Got it. We’ll take care of everything here… Tell Grayfia I said hi.”


      At this, she gave me a soft smile. “I will. Thanks.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Late that night…


      “…Mmm… Issei… I wonder if the baby took this time…? Maybe we should try again, just to be safe…?” sounded a sultry murmur directly beside me!


      Lying there tangled around me was Akeno! Since Rias wasn’t around tonight, I’d ended up sharing the bed with her and Asia!


      Taking full advantage of Rias’s absence, Akeno had slipped into bed wearing the sheerest negligee imaginable! You try falling asleep when someone next to you is whispering that in their sleep!


      What kind of dream was she having there?! And what exactly was I doing in that dream?! There was no way I would be getting any sleep now! I was under full assault from the softness of the female form! She was wrapped around me so tightly I couldn’t even move!


      I tried hugging her back a little, just to see what would happen, and—


      “Mmm… Oh, Issei…”


      She tightened her grip on me with a low moan! What a vicious circle!


      Ugh! Argh! She was totally defenseless! How was I supposed to handle this in a way that wouldn’t get me killed?!


      I was racking my brain harder than I had all day when someone poked me in the side.


      Asia? I turned to check—but she was fast asleep, breathing peacefully. Then who…?


      “…Shhh.”


      Xenovia had appeared, leaning over me, finger to her lips, signaling me to be quiet.


      “X-Xenovia? What’s going on? It’s the middle of the night,” I whispered back, careful not to wake Asia or Akeno.


      “…The prez has gone back to the underworld, hasn’t she?”


      “Y-yeah. She said she was going to check on Grayfia and see to some urgent business. She’s spending the night there.”


      “…And Asia?”


      “She’s sound asleep.”


      “…I see. So both Asia and the vice prez are out cold,” Xenovia nodded, looking them both over.


      Then she leaned in.


      “Come on. There’s something I want to show you.”


      I somehow managed to extract myself from Akeno’s grip and followed Xenovia out of the room.


      We made our way upstairs to the hallway outside her own room. Hold on, she was leading me to her bedroom in the dead of night…? What was this about?


      “Go ahead, Issei. Open the door.”


      “…?”


      Weird. It was her room, but she wanted me to open it?


      I turned the knob as told, and what lay beyond the door was…that baby-making room!


      “What the—?! This place?!”


      Before I could ask anything, she gave me a shove and sent me tumbling inside!


      The door clicked shut behind me. I rushed for the knob to get back out—but it wouldn’t budge! Some kind of mysterious power was holding it shut!


      “H-hey! Xenovia! What’s going on?!” I yelled through the door, utterly confused.


      “Now that we have this room, I thought we might as well try it out. Be brave, Issei. Your partner’s waiting for you,” came her voice from the other side.


      Partner? What was she talking about? I spun around.


      “…Good evening, Issei.”


      Irina was there, her hair down, dressed in a negligee!


      She stood there fidgeting, eyes downcast in embarrassment.


      “…U-um, so, well…” Her voice was unsteady, and she wobbled a little as she sat down at the edge of the bed. “Would you come over here…? Just for a little chat?”


      Wh-what was with that outfit?! In this kind of room?! Saying that to me?! How was a guy supposed to react?!


      Backing out clearly wasn’t an option… My only choice was to step forward.


      I swallowed hard and approached the bed—though I sat down at a safe distance from Irina. Which, honestly, made me feel a little pathetic.
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      “…”


      “…”


      We both sat in silence. Why had Xenovia brought me to this place? And what was Irina doing here?


      I mean, I did have a general idea. But it was so ridiculously straightforward, I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. I had only just seen this room earlier today, not even a full twenty-four hours ago—and now I was alone in here with Irina!


      And this room, it was designed for demons and angels to—well—you know. Michael himself had made it for me and Irina. And now here we were, the two intended occupants, actually inside it…


      I glanced sideways at Irina. That negligee… Normally, she wore regular pajamas. But tonight, she was dressed like Rias or Akeno—it was completely see-through, and I couldn’t even see a bra! I could see everything—everything! Come to think of it, she had been going braless more often lately…


      And her body—shaped like a proper fighter’s, toned in all the right places, but soft and curvy where it counted…!


      Okay. Breathe. Stay calm. Mood was everything. Even if I turned into a ravenous wolf here, it wouldn’t mean anything without the right atmosphere. We should start by talking.


      Actually—yeah. Now was the perfect time to bring it up.


      “…I remembered something. That promise we made at Christmas when we were kids,” I said.


      Irina looked up, her embarrassment forgotten.


      “We were going to beat up Santa and split the presents, right?”


      Her face lit up at this. “You remembered! I thought I was the only one. I was scared you’d forgotten.”


      Her eyes were glistening a little. She must be really happy I had remembered.


      “Honestly, I had forgotten. But it all came back while we were getting ready for Christmas together.”


      That was the truth. It had all flooded back while I was working with her today, and I’d suddenly remembered that childhood promise from when we were next-door neighbors.


      Irina chuckled. “We really were reckless back then. Or maybe just innocent. Always coming up with the craziest ideas. I used to play like a boy with you. And think like a boy. I had so much fun.”


      We really did get into all kinds of trouble as kids. I actually thought Irina was a boy when I was little. I would drag her along to all sorts of places girls normally wouldn’t want to go.


      “Like that wooded park on the edge of town, or that broken-down shrine. We went there all the time,” I reminisced.


      “Yes. We’d take our bug-catching nets and ride our bikes way out.”


      “Though for us as kids, ‘way out’ just meant maybe the next town over, if we were lucky…”


      “But it felt like a whole new world.”


      “Ah. I still remember the taste of the candy we bought from that little shop we found.”


      “Uh-huh! We ate Lettuce Jiro and takoyaki together.”


      Ah, it all came flooding back. We really did spend so much time together back then. We were the same age and next-door neighbors, so of course we were inseparable. Even our Christmas memories were so dumb and innocent. Pure childhood nonsense.


      I looked at Irina again. “I’m sorry I didn’t realize you were a girl back then. But you were my best friend—the one who’d goof off and play with me all the time…”


      At that, Irina looked down. “…‘Friend,’ huh?” she murmured, almost too softly to hear.


      Crap. Had I messed up?!


      “I—I mean, childhood friend! Sorry! You’re the only one I did all that stuff with back then…”


      But she just gave a little smile and looked up at the ceiling. “Actually…that reminds me. Rias asked me something.”


      Apparently, Rias had asked Irina to tell her what I was like as a kid.


      “I think…maybe she was a little jealous. That I’m the only one who knows that side of you. After that, she and I started talking more. And eventually, she started calling me just Irina.”


      So that was how the two of them had gotten closer—by bonding over stories of my childhood.


      Her expression turned serious. “You know, of everyone in the Occult Research Club, Rias was the one I had the most trouble with at first. She’s a demon, after all. And not just any demon—she’s the heir to the Gremory family. A real noble. I’m just a warrior from the Church. It felt like we were from completely different worlds. It was easier to get along with Asia and Xenovia, since they’re from the Church, too.”


      …I’d never noticed. From what I had seen, everything had looked fine on the surface, but it stood to reason that they all had their own thoughts, their own inner conflicts.


      Yet Irina smiled. “Over time, I realized Rias is just like any other girl. She laughs, cries, gets angry, gets happy… She’s just one year older than us, but still the same kind of person. Once I realized that, we started talking more. She went from someone I couldn’t approach to a friend.”


      So their relationship had changed. All without me knowing.


      Irina’s cheeks reddened. “And after I started to get to know her better, I started to feel something else, too. Every time I told her stories about your childhood, there were some things I didn’t want to share… Memories I wanted to keep just for myself…”


      She leaned in closer. At some point, she had slowly moved right next to me.


      “…I guess I’ve had feelings for you for a while now…”


      She took my hand.


      “…I-Irina?”


      My brain couldn’t keep up. All of a sudden, she was holding my hand—and bringing it toward her chest! My entire hand was swallowed by the softest sensation ever!


      Ah, Irina’s breasts! So soft and smooth! It felt like they could mold themselves right into my palm! My brain was shutting down from sensory overload!


      She looked at me with shimmering eyes, lips slightly parted. I couldn’t believe it—was this really our energetic, pure-hearted Irina?!


      “…Even when I do this, my wings don’t flash.”


      Just like she said, her wings remained pure white. Normally, if we even started doing anything erotic, they would flicker precariously between white and black. But not here. This room really was made for demon/angel compatibility…


      Irina pushed me down, leaning over me as I fell back onto the bed! Her negligee was slipping off, her perfectly proportioned body almost fully exposed. Her long chestnut hair draped over my face, carrying a sweet, intoxicating scent. The shampoo alone was enough to break my sanity!


      “In this room…I can do naughty things with you, Issei…,” she whispered, eyes full of longing.


      Her face drew closer, closer… At this rate, she and I would end up—


      Clack! As I caught my breath, a noise came from the door.


      I flicked a quick glance toward it—and saw several curious eyes peeking through the crack! Half-hidden faces staring straight at us!


      “…You’ve grown so much, Irina… It brings a tear to the eyes…!”


      “…Irina’s become a real woman, Xenovia…!”


      It was Xenovia and Asia!


      “…This room is obscene.”


      “Yet you’re watching like it’s your favorite TV show, Shirone.”


      Koneko and Kuroka as well?!


      “…Rias and I have been discussing how to deal with this junior of ours and her unrelenting drive.”


      “…Ain’t that just downright shameless… All hot and bothered…”


      That would have to be Akeno and Rossweisse, the latter in her native accent!


      “…We’ll need to manage this room’s schedule, or it’s going to wreak havoc.”


      “W-w-wow…! A-angels can build this sort of thing?!”


      Even Ravel and Le Fay?!


      “Issei? You’re breeding?”


      And Ophis?! Don’t go around calling this ‘breeding’!


      “H-hey! What are you all doing?! Quit spying on us!” I yelled.


      Irina quickly adjusted her outfit, cheeks flushed, only to burst out laughing. “…I think I finally understand how Rias must feel. This is impossible.”


      With a sigh, she turned toward the crowd. “Geez, you guys. Want a tour of the room?”


      And that was how we ended up with a surprise late-night baby-making room open house.


      As it turned out, the room came fully equipped—with a hidden bath, a fridge, and a rotating bed. The headboard even had rainbow lighting.


      What kind of unnecessarily high-tech features did you put into this thing, Michael…?
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      The next day—


      We spent the morning training then, in the afternoon, got to work on the Christmas project.


      Our group, consisting of me, Asia, Xenovia, Irina, Rossweisse, and Irina’s dad, headed to the town two stations down on the local line.


      The plan was to check out the bigger electronics retailers and bookstores with good gift selections to do some recon.


      At each store, we looked at what was trending and asked staff about different products. There were still a few presents we hadn’t decided on, so we figured this scouting trip would help us make up our minds. After all, people are more excited when they get something current and in demand. Though I did wish we had the chance to do some direct research with the locals…


      “Sorry about making you all spend so much time on this,” Irina’s dad said.


      “No, it was a nice change of pace,” I said.


      “That’s right. Since we’re usually either training or working, this outing was a valuable experience,” Xenovia added.


      When had she become so virtuous?! It must have been something she picked up on her quest to become student council chairwoman… At this rate, she was going to be better adjusted than me! She was naturally gifted, so once she put her mind to it, she’d turned into a total prodigy. And to think I’d once considered her a meathead swordswoman! Though in battle, she was still very much a Power-type!


      “All that’s left is to check out costumes,” Irina said, looking over her notes. “Let’s go to a shop that sells cosplay outfits.”


      With that, she took the lead.


      Santa costumes, huh? It made sense—with so many girls in the group, that would be a point of interest.


      Honestly, Santa suits didn’t vary that much, but when I pointed that out—


      “Seeing what’s actually in stores is super helpful!”


      Well, I supposed so… We had already looked at some options and ordered them online, so I’d thought that would be enough. But girls are complicated.


      While we were walking, Rossweisse suddenly spoke up: “U-um, Issei? This is purely for reference, okay? Just reference…” She paused for a moment, fidgeting awkwardly. “When it comes to women’s Santa costumes, do you prefer pants…or skirts…?”


      Pants or skirts, huh? Well, if it was a woman wearing it—


      “Definitely skirts! Honestly, if it’s a miniskirt, I might get a little too excited…! I think a Santa skirt would look great on you, Rossweisse.”


      As soon as I said it, her face turned deep scarlet. “Whoa now! Ain’t no way ya oughta be spoutin’ off to gals like that!”


      Oof, I got scolded! In her country’s accent, too!


      But then she cleared her throat and muttered quietly, “S-so…skirt it is. Skirt… I wonder if it’ll make my legs look slimmer… Can I get ready in time…? Maybe use some magic to cheat it a bit? But Granny used to say no amount of magic can fool a man’s eyes…”


      …Ever since the battle at Auros Academy, Rossweisse had been asking me about my preferences more often. She always claimed it was just for reference, and yet…


      It started raining as we walked toward the shop. Before long, it had turned into a downpour, and we all bolted for the closest gazebo in a nearby park.


      None of us had brought umbrellas.


      “Let’s wait it out here for a while,” Rossweisse suggested, and everyone agreed.


      “If the Joker, Dulio, were here, he could just manipulate the weather and clear this rain up for us…,” Xenovia joked, though we all knew you shouldn’t go around altering the weather on a whim. Dulio might well be able to do that, but unless it was an emergency, that kind of power wasn’t something to use lightly.


      While we waited in the gazebo for the rain to stop, we suddenly heard footsteps sloshing through the puddles.


      Looking ahead, we saw a man with long black hair standing in the rain without an umbrella. When we spotted what he was holding in his hand, we all immediately tensed up.


      …It was a sword—radiating an extremely ominous aura.


      “Qlippoth…?” Xenovia muttered, pulling the Ex-Durendal from its subspace fold.


      It might be raining, but we were in a public park, in the middle of the day. Any flashy moves would attract unwanted attention! But still, we couldn’t let ourselves be attacked. The animosity coming off him was real!


      We wasted no time getting into defensive positions, but one person in our group was clearly stunned by the man’s appearance.


      Irina’s dad was trembling all over, staring at the man in disbelief.


      “…No…it can’t be… Why are you here…?!” he murmured in a shaky voice.


      “…Long time no see, Shidou,” the man answered with a sinister grin. “Or should I call you Director Shidou now?”


      The man stepped forward, the ominous energy around his sword growing stronger with each step. That aura was unmistakably dangerous—just being near it was risky for us demons!


      Irina’s father stepped in front of us. “It really is you, Yaegaki!” he shouted.


      “That’s right. I’ve been given the chance to pass judgment on you.”


      In a flash, the man lunged! I tracked his movement with my eyes, trying to read the flow of his energy!


      He closed the distance between us without a sound, swinging his sword in a wide arc! We reacted instantly—Irina pulled her father and Asia to safety, while Xenovia and I blocked the strike, I with my gauntlet, she with her holy sword. Rossweisse, meanwhile, cast a spell to reinforce our defense.


      Even with those bolstered defenses, the force of the blow was massive…! I wasn’t wearing my armor, so the shock wave sent me flying! Xenovia, having managed to hold her ground, exchanged sword blows with the man!


      Thanks to her blade’s unique properties, she was able to move at lightning speed! Her slashes were too fast to track—yet not only did the man parry every single one, he even launched his own counterattacks!


      What on earth?! How could he keep up with Xenovia in a real sword fight?! Her attacks channeled destructive energy, too, and he still read her movements well enough to avoid any direct hits, using them to close the gap and strike back! Xenovia was dodging, so she hadn’t taken a fatal blow, but her outfit was already torn in several places. One missed attack gouged a hole in the ground and completely blew away the gazebo.


      “Xenovia!”


      Irina fired off a barrage of light arrows from the rear, but even while dueling Xenovia, the assailant deflected them all with his sword!


      I rushed to enter Balance Breaker mode, looking for an opening to fire a Dragon Shot—but this man was no random assassin. I couldn’t find a single opening. Even while fighting Xenovia, he remained fully aware of Rossweisse and me. I could see no way to catch him off guard.


      “This sword style—I recognize it,” Xenovia shouted. “You’re from the Church, aren’t you? A former warrior?”


      “That’s right,” the man answered with a cold smile. “Former, anyway.”


      “Hey, you!” Irina shouted, now holding a mass-produced holy-demonic sword. “Why are you coming after my dad?!”


      Glancing at her white wings, the man let out a creepy chuckle. “…An angel for a daughter, huh? Maybe this is Heaven’s way of showing mercy. A reward…for killing me and her…!”


      His bloodlust surged, hatred pouring off him in waves. “Killing me and her”? What did that mean…?


      Whatever it was, Irina’s dad seemed to know. “No… You’re the one who’s been killing Mr. Smith, Todoroki, and all the others from back then…?!”


      The man burst into a cruel laugh. “You’re the last one, Director Shidou.”


      Even while he was dueling Xenovia, his murderous focus remained locked on Irina’s dad. The sheer hatred radiating from him was unreal. It wasn’t just hatred—it was pure malice made manifest. He was drenched in it. Just how much did he hate Irina’s dad?


      “Wait!” I demanded, stepping between them. “I don’t know what’s going on, but attacking someone out of nowhere? What’s your deal?!”


      “…Move aside. This is revenge. If I kill him, maybe I can finally quiet this hatred I’ve been forced to bear.”


      Revenge…? Irina’s dad looked like he was in agony—but he didn’t deny it.


      The man turned to me with a scowl. “The Red Dragon Emperor? Looks like I’ll need to unleash this sword’s power after all… This area’s already a den of monsters, it seems.”


      He focused his mind on the sword—and in an instant, the aura it gave off exploded in intensity, warping the air around him, the rain evaporating before it could even touch his skin.


      From the sword’s pitch-black, overwhelming evil, something massive began to take shape. Emerging from it—was a gigantic, eight-headed dragon, its crimson eyes weeping blood, its wide-open jaws baring rows of savage fangs.


      …The sword grew a dragon?! Even though only the heads were visible, each one was massive—easily over ten meters long! And they slithered independently, like they had minds of their own!


      Irina’s father gasped. “Y-Yaegaki! That sword…!”


      The swordsman—Yaegaki—ran his fingers along the blade now sprouting those eight dragon heads. “…The divine spirit blade Ame-no-Murakumo-no-Tsurugi. Though it’s gone a little off track these days…”


      Ame-no-Murakumo!


      I had heard of that! It was one of Japan’s most legendary sacred swords! Last I heard, it had been broken and was undergoing restoration… And now it had a dragon in it?! And not just that—its aura didn’t feel holy at all. It was more like a demon sword!


      At that moment, Ddraig, who had been quiet all this time, spoke up. “Partner…that’s an Evil Dragon.”


      An Evil Dragon!


      I’d thought so. That wave of hostility couldn’t be anything else.


      “Or should I say an Evil Dragon sealed into a sword…? And that poisonous miasma…”


      From the sound of it, Ddraig recognized that aura.


      “But the Ame-no-Murakumo was broken!” Irina cried. “It was still being repaired!”


      “That’s right. And now it is repaired. Yes, it went in a bit of an unorthodox direction…a dragon in the sword that emerged from the tail of Yamata no Orochi. Poetic, isn’t it?” Yaegaki glared at us all. “My hatred—and this sword, home of the legendary Venom Blood Dragon, Yamata no Orochi—shall judge you!”


      With that, Yaegaki swung the sword down with tremendous force!


      The eight dragon heads lunged, each moving independently, stretching out from the blade to target every one of us!


      “Gah!”


      Rossweisse cast a defensive magic square to block the charging Evil Dragon, but the sheer force of its attack sent her flying backward!


      Meanwhile, another of the dragon’s heads lunged at Xenovia, fangs bared, ready to tear her apart!


      “Hah!”


      She leaped away and slashed the head to pieces with a swing of her holy sword—but the severed head regenerated instantly!


      “—! It grew back?!”


      There was no time to be shocked, as another head came barreling toward me at high speed!


      “Partner!” Ddraig shouted from within me. “Yamata no Orochi’s poison is deadly! Don’t let its fangs or blood touch you!”


      Poison… Samael’s visage flashed through my mind, but this one probably wasn’t so extreme. Still, it was an Evil Dragon poison. I couldn’t afford to take a direct hit!


      I gathered my aura in my right arm, then let it loose in one massive blast—


      —a supersize Dragon Shot!


      My demonic blast slammed into Yamata no Orochi’s heads, blowing away several in one go—only for them to regenerate like nothing had happened!


      This was endless! Maybe I should go for the sword’s wielder instead? I shifted my gaze toward the man—but the dragon’s heads blocked my path, shielding him…so he had anticipated that!


      Fine. If the heads were that durable, we would just have to hit hard and blow them away all at once!


      “Fairies!”


      I unleashed my Dividing Wyvern Fairies from the gems embedded in my armor. At my command, the miniature wyverns soared through the sky, positioning themselves around their target. Occasionally, one dived in for a high-speed attack, though the man dodged them easily.


      Still, the setup was complete. Now I could fire a Dragon Shot, let it bounce among the fairies, and power it up for a massive hit!


      “Issei!” Asia called.


      …She was telling me not to do anything reckless. Right?


      Of course. I’d used my Longinus Smasher during that last fight with Euclid, and I was still feeling the effects… That attack was insanely powerful, so much so that it drained most of my latent dragon power. In other words, using the fairies to amplify my power now would be awfully dangerous. While increasing my power in my Balance Breaker state was within my limits, throwing the fairy boost on top of that would be pushing it.


      Ddraig had said it would take a month to fully recharge, so a full-powered Longinus Smasher wasn’t happening anytime soon. One shot a month—whether that was a good deal or not depended on the situation, I guess. Considering I had even managed to unleash an attack when I had to, I should probably be happy. But at the same time, what was the point if I couldn’t use it again in a pinch?


      I fired off a lighter Dragon Shot with a flick of my wrist, and the projectile reflected off one of the fairies, changing direction! I managed to catch one of Yamata no Orochi’s heads off guard—but another one immediately snapped its jaws around the blast and crushed it!


      The heads could move independently, one covering for another if it slipped up. It felt like the Evil Dragon was starting to adapt to our movements, dodging Rossweisse’s magic ice arrows and evading Xenovia’s sword slashes at the last moment! Even my scattered Dragon Shots got neutralized by a wave of massive flames!


      —!


      Something strange caught my eye—one of the dragon’s heads was burrowing into the ground!


      “Asiaaa!” I shouted, a bad feeling welling up inside me. “Call Fafnir!”


      She began drawing the Dragon Gate to summon Fafnir—but the Evil Dragon started tunneling through the earth, pushing the ground upward as it moved!


      “Not on my watch!”


      Xenovia unleashed a wave of energy from her holy sword, the force carving through the ground and slicing the dragon underground clean in half! Yet even split in two, it kept charging forward at full speed!


      “Partner! If the will behind it is strong enough, a manifested Evil Dragon will keep moving even after it is decapitated!”


      —! Dammit! That head was going straight for Asia and Irina’s dad! Asia wouldn’t be able to complete her summoning in time!


      Xenovia and I must have realized it at the same moment, as we both moved in to intercept—only for the other heads to lash out again, blocking our path!


      “Outta the way!”


      We blasted the heads aside—yet the man directing them broke into crazed laughter!


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! My wrath—and Cleria’s revenge! I’ll settle this with your soul!”


      The Evil Dragon’s head burst out of the ground!


      At the same time, Rossweisse launched a magic square!


      “I won’t let you!”


      Her magic attack hit just in time, right as the creature lunged at Irina’s father. The dragon’s head exploded—but one of its fangs still flew off and grazed his shoulder!


      “Ugh…!”


      He was wounded. Asia immediately set to tending the injury, but the man—Yaegaki—wore an expression of pure, tearful joy.


      “…This is fine. Perfect. Suffer. Suffer to your very core.”


      Even though Asia had healed the wound with her Sacred Gear ability, Irina’s dad dropped to his knees, violently trembling.


      The poison!


      “Daddy!” Irina cried as her father began to convulse—but then she turned on Yaegaki, trembling with rage. “How dare you hurt him!”


      The man smiled in satisfaction. “…That’s it. Now you understand, don’t you? That’s anger. The feeling of having someone precious to you hurt. You might be an angel, but not even you can suppress the fury of seeing a loved one wounded, can you?”


      “…!”


      Irina had no response. The man, meanwhile, broke into a wicked sneer.


      —!


      All at once, I felt other presences approaching. Looking over my shoulder, I spotted Akeno, Kiba, Koneko, and Gasper!


      “We sensed an ominous aura and rushed right over!”


      The entire Occult Research Club was here. Seeing them, the man stepped back to put some distance between us and him.


      “…Any more of this and I’ll start attracting too much attention,” the man muttered before turning to Irina’s father. “Director! I swear I’ll have my revenge—on you, on Heaven, and on the Bael family! I’ll never forgive you! Never!”


      We immediately moved to give chase—but a teleportation square rapidly unfolded under his feet.


      As the light faded from his jump, he shouted one last parting phrase: “That so-called paradise of yours, Kuou Town, is built on countless sacrifices. The Bael demon who inherited that town, and her Familia. You’d do well to remember that.”


      Watching the disappearing magic square, we all recognized the pattern. It was Qlippoth’s teleportation sigil. In other words, they had sent this assassin.

    
  


  
    
      Life.2


      Forbidden Love


      After being ambushed away from home, we used a magic square to jump straight to the Church’s medical facility in Kuou Town with Irina’s dad in tow.


      The Church staff immediately took him for a medical exam. Asia’s healing ability had already restored his external wounds, but the problem was the Evil Dragon poison that had entered his body during the attack.


      Soon, the medical facility was filled with members of Team DxD.


      Irina sat on a bench in the hallway, her head bowed. The shock of the attack wasn’t the only thing weighing on her—not being able to protect her father must have left a deep wound in her heart.


      “…I couldn’t protect him… He was so proud when I became an angel, so happy for me…and I couldn’t even protect him…”


      “…Irina.” Asia sat beside her, gently watching her.


      Xenovia, on the other hand, didn’t approach.


      “I’m sure I would just end up scolding her if I was there. But that’s not what she needs. That would only hurt her more. Asia is the better one to stay with her right now.”


      And so she had left Irina to Asia. There was something unique and complicated between Xenovia and Irina—a shared understanding that wasn’t suited to times like this. Xenovia’s restraint was her own way of being kind.


      …Of course, the moment we stepped out of Kuou, we’d gotten hit. Those Qlippoth bastards… You never knew where they were going to come from next.


      As we stood outside Irina’s father’s hospital room, two familiar figures approached—Rias and Azazel.


      “Sorry. I wasn’t around when it counted,” Rias said.


      “I’ve been filled in,” Azazel added. “I’m heading off to coordinate with the Church. We’ll need to discuss both how to deal with Qlippoth and how to detoxify Director Shidou.”


      With those brief remarks, he disappeared down the corridor.


      As I filled in Rias on what had happened, Sister Griselda and a doctor emerged from the room. The doctor gave a polite bow and stepped away, leaving Griselda to address us.


      “…The director has been infected with what appears to be poison from an Evil Dragon.”


      At that, Ddraig spoke up for all to hear: “The venom of Yamata no Orochi. That’s a nasty one. Not quite as bad as Samael’s, but still lethal. If left untreated, it won’t take more than a few days before it contaminates his soul. Only a select few doctors or facilities could hope to neutralize something like that.”


      Griselda nodded solemnly. “Yes. That’s why we plan to bring him to Heaven next. They should be able to deal with Yamata no Orochi’s poison. However…”


      “However?” I echoed.


      She opened the door to his hospital room. “He wants to speak with you all first.”


      We exchanged glances, then stepped inside.


      “Daddy!” Irina rushed to her father’s bedside. “I’m sorry… I was chosen by Lord Michael…I became an angel…and I still couldn’t protect you…”


      Tears streamed down her face as she poured out her guilt.


      Her father, smiling fondly, gently embraced her. “Ah-ha-ha. You did nothing wrong, Irina. And don’t act like I’m already dead. I’ll be getting treated in Heaven soon. It’s going to be fine. Really.”


      He was trying to reassure her, to soothe her. But the sweat beading on his face told a different story. Parts of his skin were already discolored, turning dark. The intravenous drip pumping medicine into his arm to slow the spread of the poison didn’t look like it was doing much—it was like trying to stop a wildfire with a bucket of water.


      After glancing around at all of us, he slowly opened his mouth once more. “There’s something I want to tell you before I go to Heaven…about the man who attacked us.”


      The man wielding the Ame-no-Murakumo, the sword that harbored the soul of Yamata no Orochi.


      “His name is Masaomi Yaegaki. He was once a well-known warrior in the Church. He used to serve under me.”


      “Used to?” Rias repeated. “Meaning…?”


      Irina’s father nodded. “He died. The Church executed him.”


      “—!”


      We all gasped in shock… He was dead? Then how had he appeared before us? But the moment I asked myself that, I knew the answer.


      The Holy Grail.


      Once that Longinus was involved, the rules no longer applied. That man had been brought back using the Holy Grail. And that holy sword of his—maybe he stole it and modified it, using the Holy Grail to house Yamata no Orochi.


      Irina’s father went on. “You’re aware high-ranking members of the Church—bishops and the like—have been targeted lately, yes?”


      We all nodded. Michael had already told us about it during our meeting in Heaven.


      “That’s his doing. He has every reason to go after them. And the ones being killed…they’re all my former colleagues.”


      …


      This revelation left us speechless. But there was something else weighing on my mind. That Yaegaki guy, he talked like he knew Kuou Town. Irina’s dad had been stationed here before. Was that the connection?


      With Irina’s father falling silent, Rias spoke up. “There’s something I should tell you as well. Someone close to the Bael family has been attacked.”


      “—?!”


      Another bombshell! So there had been another major incident in the underworld?! It was chaos everywhere!


      “…You mean Sairaorg’s family?” I asked.


      Rias nodded. “There haven’t been any casualties within the Bael household yet, but a politician aligned with the great prince faction—someone close to the current head—was attacked. There have already been fatalities.”


      …I wished she were kidding. Things were falling apart all over.


      “The Church is under attack, and now the demon side has suffered casualties, too…,” Kiba murmured.


      Irina’s father looked up at the ceiling. “It’s no coincidence. That encounter earlier—it was his way of flaunting that he’s behind all of this. Like I said, he has his reasons.”


      “…What happened in this town?” Rias pressed. “All I’ve ever been told is that the previous demon in charge was removed after a dispute with the Church—someone connected to the Bael family on Sairaorg’s mother’s side.”


      Irina’s father looked both surprised and strangely resigned. “I see… So that’s how it was told on your end. That’s the same story we put out publicly as well… I take it you haven’t heard anything from your father or brother about what really happened here in Kuou?”


      “…My father wouldn’t keep something like that from me. My brother…given his position, I’m not sure. But I do know someone from the Bael family is coming to the Gremory estate soon—they said they have an explanation to offer. I got the sense they’re trying to get ahead of whatever’s about to come out. I only returned here to gather my Familia before they arrive.”


      “…I see. So they’re finally going to talk. In that case, it’s probably best if you hear the details from them directly. But let me tell you one thing. Yaegaki—he fell in love. With a high-ranking demon woman who ruled over Kuou Town.”


      Despite the poison ravaging his body, Irina’s father covered his mouth with one hand as tears spilled from his eyes.


      “She belonged to a branch family of the House of Belial. Her name was Cleria Belial… We were the ones who tore them apart in Kuou… I…I wouldn’t blame him if he killed me for it…! He’d have every right to…! I’m sorry, Masaomi… So sorry…,” he whispered, breaking down into uncontrollable sobs.


      The truth he carried was heavier than any of us could have imagined.
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      After confirming Irina’s father had been sent to Heaven, we made the jump through the teleportation square beneath the Hyoudou residence and arrived at the Gremory estate.


      With me were the full roster of the Gremory Familia and Irina. I decided to have Ravel stay behind at home. I figured it would be better to keep anyone not directly involved out of this, especially since it sounded like this had to do with the Bael family’s—or, rather, the Gremory family’s—internal affairs.


      As we made our way toward the reception room where the emissary from the House of Bael was supposedly waiting, I leaned over and said in a low voice, “Rias, can I ask you something?”


      She nodded.


      “Did you know anything about this Cleria Belial?”


      “…No. I’d been told the previous overseer was someone from a branch family of the House of Bael. That’s what the documents I received said, too. I even met the person, and they told me firsthand about their experiences in Kuou Town… And now it sounds like it was all fabricated.”


      …


      Everything Rias had been told beforehand was a lie. There was no question about it now—something big must have gone down there. And Belial—wait, as in that Belial? As in the family of Diehauser Belial, the champion of the Rating Game? It was hard to tell whether this was the worst or the best timing for the truth to come to light.


      That man, Yaegaki, had called Rias a Bael demon, which meant he must already know about us. Maybe the people who’d resurrected him—Rizevim and the others—had told him everything that had happened after his death, including the fact Rias was now in charge of his old territory.


      We continued walking down the corridor until we finally arrived at the door to the drawing room.


      Rias knocked, then called out, “Father, we’ve arrived.”


      From inside, we heard her father’s voice: “Come in.”


      Rias opened the door, gave a polite bow, and stepped inside.


      The rest of us followed behind her. The reception room was outfitted with elegant sofas and a table, while an ornate fireplace added to the refined atmosphere.


      “Glad you could make it.”


      Rias’s father stood up to greet us. Sitting on one of the sofas was an older man, dressed in noble attire, with violet eyes and black hair. His gaze was calm, but carried a certain strength, and he exuded authority from every inch of his being.


      …From how Rias’s father was acting around him, I could tell—this man outranked even him.


      The older man gave us a faint smile. “Greetings, Lady Rias.”


      Rias’s father turned to his daughter. “Rias, greet him properly. This is the founder of the House of Bael.”


      “—?!”


      Not just Rias—everyone froze in shock. The founder of the House of Bael?! Not the current head, but the original one! In other words, the demon from whom the Bael name originated?!


      The elderly man, the founder of the House of Bael, addressed Rias again. “Nice to meet you, Lady Rias. I am Zekram Bael. I imagine you’ve read about me in the Bible and other texts.”


      “…Nice to meet you. I have read about you.”


      Even Rias couldn’t hide her tension in the face of such a legendary figure. This must have been completely out of left field for her. She’d probably expected someone under the current head of Bael to show up—maybe a subordinate or a member of his Familia. But instead, Zekram Bael himself had come. Anyone would have been caught off guard. I sure was!


      Zekram’s eyes scanned the rest of us in Rias’s Familia. “Members of the Gremory Familia. I’ve heard of your achievements. I understand you’re on good terms with my kinsman Sairaorg. I thank you for that.”


      After offering a brief greeting, Zekram got straight to the point.


      “Lady Rias, you wished to ask about the individual who was stationed in that town before you. Is that correct?”


      Rias, still a bit shaken, took a deep breath. “…Yes. The man who attacked us—someone working with Qlippoth—said he wanted to take revenge on both Heaven and the House of Bael.”


      Zekram narrowed his eyes. “Hmm… Where should I begin…?”


      “Please, tell us everything,” Irina said, stepping forward. “Apparently, my dad was involved…and now he’s being targeted by terrorists. We need to know what happened back then!”


      Zekram’s eyes widened slightly. “…You’re an angel? Then by ‘involved,’ you mean the agent dispatched by the Church at the time… You wouldn’t happen to be related to Shidou, would you?”


      “Yes. I’m Irina Shidou. Touji Shidou is my dad.”


      Hearing that name, Zekram let out a deep sigh. “So that’s the connection… It’s been one thing after another since Sairaorg’s generation has come of age… Let me ask you this first—are you aware of the relationship between that land and our two Houses?”


      Rias nodded. “Yes. It’s under the Gremorys’ jurisdiction now, but I’ve heard that in the past, it was jointly administered by the Houses of Bael and Gremory.”


      That was news to me. In other words, before Rias—maybe way before—both the Bael and the Gremory families had had their hands on Kuou Town?


      “Most of the resources and infrastructure you now use were originally developed by us. Though the Gremorys handled most of the logistics. Kuou Academy, for instance… But at one point, we lent that land out temporarily for noble children to gain experience. Among them was a girl.”


      Zekram’s deep, commanding voice began to recount the story.


      Apparently, Kuou Town had once been placed under the management of a noble female demon from a branch of the House of Belial. She had been Rias’s predecessor. Already, that contradicted what Rias had been led to believe. From what we were now hearing, the woman was the cousin of Diehauser Belial, the Rating Game champion.


      “Cleria ran the town quite well,” Zekram continued. “It had all the hallmarks of a typical settlement under the control of a high-class demon… But then a string of unfortunate coincidences led to her getting involved with a human man. Not that such a relationship is inherently forbidden—demons have had fleeting romances with humans since time immemorial. They’re short-lived beings compared to us. For an immortal demon, they’re perfect for a temporary fling.” He paused there, his eyes growing slightly more severe. “However, when the human in question belongs to the Church, that’s a different story.”


      His gaze shifted to Irina. “Nowadays, we allow an angel to sit at this table, but back then? A demon and someone from the Church meeting, much less falling in love, was unthinkable. If you’re corrupting a clergyman and turning them into a puppet, fine. But to fall in love? That was beyond taboo. Even this gathering wouldn’t have been possible six months ago… Since the start of this year, it feels like everything we once knew has been flipped upside down,” he said with a bitter laugh.


      “…A woman from the House of Belial, and a warrior from the Church…?” Irina asked quietly.


      “Such a thing should never have happened. Both sides—us and the Church—tried to talk them down. But the two of them were already too far gone. Cleria took what should have been a game and let it turn into a mistake. If we let it slide, we would have to allow exceptions. We decided to force them apart. The Church came to the same conclusion. Ironically, the only time we ever cooperated was to make sure that affair ended. To maintain appearances, of course. Funny, isn’t it? Both our sides are steeped in sin.”


      …None of us could find the words… Seriously? All of that had happened in my hometown, during the time I was living there…?


      “…They died, didn’t they…?” Rias asked. “Did you purge them…?”


      “In the end, yes,” Zekram answered plainly. “We tried everything we could to dissuade them. But the Church lost patience—or maybe we were the ones who struck first. Either way, both sides dealt with their own shortcomings.”


      As a result, the demon who had claimed the town as her territory vanished. Her Familia members who tried to defend their master were eliminated, too. The few who survived were handsomely rewarded and sent off to some remote region of the underworld.


      The Church also carried out internal purges. Personnel changes, internal restructuring. Everyone involved with the incident, including Irina’s father, was moved abroad. Some were rewarded with promotions out of leniency, others had to eliminate those complicit with their own hands and suffered mental breakdowns, tormented by the conflict between their sense of justice and their faith in God.


      According to Zekram, Michael himself probably didn’t know the truth. Very few in the Church were aware of what had happened. Even former Church warriors like Freed and Valper Galilei seemed clueless about Kuou Town, so the tale was probably spot-on.


      …Because of that incident, the Church pulled out of the area completely, and the fallen angels moved into the power vacuum…


      What a brutal, nasty story. It was enough to make your gut churn. You might be asking, What’s the big deal about a human and a demon falling in love? But I understood full well. The upper echelons in both worlds were far beyond anything I had imagined—especially in the underworld before the peace treaty. The noble families were obsessed with pride and the purity of their bloodlines, so it had been a stain they wanted erased.


      …Still, as much as the story turned my stomach, it also stirred something else in me. If that incident hadn’t happened, Rias never would have come to my hometown. I never would have met Asia. We all met because of it. If it hadn’t happened… I didn’t know how to feel about that.


      “…”


      Asia looked both sad and confused. No doubt she felt the same way. The tragic love between that Belial woman and that swordsman from the Church—it was a wound that still lingered. It made you want to call out the House of Bael and the Church for it. But the peaceful days we now enjoyed only existed because of that tragedy…


      “That so-called paradise of yours, Kuou Town, is built on countless sacrifices.”


      Yaegaki’s final words before escaping still weighed heavily on us.


      Hearing all this, Rias’s father—the current head of the House of Gremory—rested a hand under his chin. “…This is the first I’ve heard of it. I can’t believe something like that happened in the territory my daughter now oversees. We left the area to the House of Bael until Rias took over, but on paper, we ruled it together. I would have liked to have been kept informed.”


      There was more than a hint of dissatisfaction in his voice.


      Zekram, however, went on: “I’ll apologize for rewriting history and presenting that place to Lady Rias as if nothing had happened. But it was precisely because all this occurred that we had to appoint a successor quickly—before rumors began to circulate.”


      Rias’s father closed his eyes in thought. “So…appointing a promising young talent as the new overseer was the solution. My daughter is the sister of the current Lucifer and carries Bael blood—a perfect fit to overwrite a dishonorable past. Is that what you’re saying?”


      Zekram flashed him a thin smile. “Even if the truth came out later, if the young successor had already proven herself, it would be enough to clear that blemish. Such was my thinking. But events moved beyond my expectations. That town has now become the site of a historic peace among the three great powers. That should be more than enough to overwrite past history.”


      …He was right. More right than he’d probably intended. Rias had done incredible things in Kuou, and she was now counted among the underworld’s most promising rising stars. Even if this secret came out, her accomplishments wouldn’t be undone. The town was already recognized as a symbol of unity. Most people would just shrug off this revelation.


      But Rias shook her head. “I understand there were political considerations. I won’t complain about that. But still—”


      She was clearly fighting to suppress her anger, but Zekram anticipated what she was trying to say.


      “You’re wondering why we fabricated the truth. Why we didn’t tell you. Why we deceived Lord Gremory. Yes?”


      “…”


      With Zekram having seen right through her, Rias bit her lip and fell silent.


      Yet the Bael founder went on, undeterred. “I told Lord Sirzechs. If he didn’t share it, that would have been out of consideration for you, I’m sure. Surely you understand? He didn’t want to burden his dear sister with the ugly truth. Can you blame him? I’ll apologize for the fact that he was forced to wrestle between loyalty to the House of Bael and love for his sister. But I think he made the right call—one that honored both sides.”


      That seemed to ignite something in Rias.


      “But still! That hidden past has come back to bite us! We’re being targeted by a terrorist now! If I had known, even a little, maybe…maybe I could have done something. Maybe no one on either side would have had to die…”


      Zekram let out a hearty laugh. “How very young of you. You’re just like Sairaorg—or that boy Rizevim from the former Lucifer’s line. You speak like a human.”


      Then, suddenly, his gaze shifted to me.


      “Red Dragon Emperor.”


      “Y-yes?” I answered, caught off guard.


      Zekram smiled. “How would you feel about becoming a Demon King someday?”


      —.


      I was too stunned to reply. But he kept going.


      “With your popularity, it might be interesting to see you as a Demon King.”


      “Me, a Demon King…? No way…”


      When I pictured a Demon King, it was always Sirzechs who came to mind. I could never reach that level…


      “You could,” Zekram asserted. “If even our Sairaorg can aim for it, you certainly can.”


      Even Sairaorg?


      “Isn’t Sairaorg going to be the next head of your House?” I asked.


      Zekram nodded. “Yes, Sairaorg is our heir. He’s competent and beloved by the people. But the plan is to pass the headship to his younger brother. Sairaorg remains the heir officially, until he can rack up a few accomplishments and move on—to become a Demon King, or something equivalent.” He paused for a second before declaring to us all, “The heir to the title of Great Prince must possess our family’s power of destruction. That is how it has always been.”


      …So even though Sairaorg had earned the rank of heir through sheer effort, it was only temporary? The title of Great Prince was reserved for those born with his family’s demonic powers…?


      All my memories of Sairaorg came rushing back. The man I’d fought tooth and nail. The man who had risked his life to protect Auros Academy and the dreams of its students. The man who had kept pushing forward without any innate powers of his own…


      “…You sound more like a Great Prince than a Demon King,” I said sarcastically.


      “Issei!” Rias scolded me.


      Yet Zekram broke into a grin. “It’s fine, Lady Rias. He’s right.”


      …He didn’t even try to deny it.


      “Ever since the former Demon Kings died, it isn’t their clans who maintain order in the underworld from behind the scenes—it’s us, House Bael. The Demon Kings are mere symbols.”


      How could he dismiss the title of Demon King as symbolic? Then again, to someone like him, who had lived so long, the current Demon Kings must have seemed like little children.


      “Of course, a symbol without power is meaningless. We need demons with real strength and charisma. That’s why Sirzechs and Ajuka are perfect for the role. They understand that well, and they’re skilled negotiators for us. They’re exactly what we want in a Demon King.”


      Watching him speak so smoothly, I remembered something I had been told once—ancient demons, the really old ones, tended to lose interest in life and become emotionally numb. Even Rizevim said he’d felt indifferent to life before Euclid roused him. Being so long-lived, it seemed, caused one’s attachments to fade.


      There were exceptions, like Mephisto Pheles, the head of the Council of Mages. And this Zekram Bael—I didn’t get the impression that he felt nothing. His ambition was still burning. Maybe demons with purpose never truly grew old?


      Indeed, Zekram’s smile widened. “They say Rizevim and that Lucifugus holdout spoke of what it means to be a demon… That demons exist to be wicked. Hah… How naive.”


      He looked around at us with sharp eyes, just like Sairaorg’s. “You young ones, who will soon be at the forefront of this generation, must remember this. A true demon is one descended from the old noble lines. The rest serve—they are lower class, not true demons. Commoners and reincarnated types. Whether you’re wicked or not depends on how humans and other beings define the term. Personally, I don’t think demons need to be wicked. Ensuring the eternal survival of our noble society—that is a demon’s true duty.”


      …What a thing to say. Classic thinking for the great prince faction. Only pure-blooded nobles counted as real demons, did they? Did that mean they were free to walk all over folks like me and the regular citizens of the underworld? Everything I was wanted to repudiate him, though I did have to agree on one thing—demons didn’t have to be evil.


      And there was something else I realized.


      When he was talking about his ideals, his philosophy, the look on his face was just like Sairaorg’s. That conviction, that fire. The two of them were both Baels, no doubt about it—maybe not in belief, but definitely in spirit. Actually, he even looked a little like someone else I knew, someone closer…


      Zekram breathed a sigh, then rose to his feet. “Hmph. Look at me, getting all fired up like a youngster. I’ve been influenced by your generation, it seems. My apologies. I came here to explain the situation in Kuou Town, but I ended up rambling like an old man.” He let out a soft chuckle. “As for the attacks on members of the Bael faction—normally, I would send in our own forces. But this time, I want your Team DxD to handle it. Someone is clearly monitoring our movements. We’ve judged it would be unwise to take any noticeable action ourselves.”


      …He seemed very cautious.


      “…I apologize for keeping silent about the town,” Zekram added. “Now then, I believe I’ll take my leave.”


      “Allow me to see you off, Lord Zekram.”


      Rias’s father extended a hand, but Zekram gently waved him away. “No need.”


      “I…I love Issei Hyoudou, who stands here before you,” Rias said as he passed us by.


      —!


      Her sudden confession caught me off guard, but I couldn’t help feeling moved. Rias…! Even after hearing such a shocking tale from someone of such authority, she didn’t hesitate at all… She said it clearly, right to his face…!


      “Hmm.” The corners of Zekram’s lips curled in the faintest of smiles. “That’s fine. I no longer deny such things as love that crosses the lines between species.”


      Then his gaze turned to me.


      All right, my turn to shout out that I loved Rias, too! I pumped myself up, and yet—


      “You look like you have more to say, Issei Hyoudou. Still, I think that’s enough conversation for today,” Zekram said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “You should aim to become a high-class demon. We can talk more after that. If you succeed, then come visit my castle with Lady Rias. I’ll treat you to apple pie made with the finest produce from the Bael territory. And know this—I don’t dislike you or Sairaorg nearly as much as the current Bael head does. In fact, I think you’re both doing quite well. That said, I’m an old demon. Don’t expect me to change my ways now.” As he left, he added one last thing. “You must secure Agreas. Especially if you’re aiming to rise to high-class status.”


      After he was gone, an odd silence settled over us. For someone who called himself an old demon, he still burned with a fierce, youthful intensity. Maybe, even after living for ten thousand years, if a demon still carried strong ideals—if there was still something they wanted to achieve—they didn’t have to grow stale or rust.


      Under normal circumstances, I should have been upset—maybe even given him a piece of my mind. But the weight of his presence was overwhelming.


      “So that was the original Bael. He seems set in his ways, but even while denying you, he still acknowledges you… He’s different from the old Demon King regime’s people… No wonder he’s the head of the great prince faction,” Xenovia murmured.


      She, too, seemed to have picked up on something.


      “…He was scary. Intimidating. But still better than the vampire nobles,” Gasper thought out loud, probably comparing him to the pure-blooded nobles of his homeland.


      “There were things left unsaid, I’m sure,” Rias’s father said beside us. “But I believe he understood what was in your heart, Issei.” He spoke gently, as if advising a son. “Remember this well. That man is, for all intents and purposes, the true leader of the great prince faction. In terms of political influence, he may even surpass Sirzechs. After all, he’s been watching over the underworld since the era of demon creation itself. He’s lived far too long—his experience is on a different plane from anyone else’s. If Sirzechs and the other three Demon Kings are the face of demon society, then that man—Zekram Bael—is the one working behind the scenes.”


      …The real head of the great prince faction—someone who might hold more sway even than Sirzechs.


      “…What the Great Prince once set in motion must be resolved by his bloodline. That’s probably why I was chosen to take over that town,” Rias murmured under her breath.


      Only then did it finally hit me. Ah. Of course I saw something familiar in the way Zekram spoke and carried himself. It wasn’t just Sairaorg he reminded me of—it was someone much closer.


      That man was Rias’s ancestor as well.
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      After that explanation from Zekram Bael, we sat down with Rias’s father to talk about the future of Kuou Town. For the time being, we tentatively agreed to push back against the crisis coming our way and deal with the past later.


      House Belial had known about the incident, but couldn’t come forward publicly. That said, only the former head and a select few others knew the real truth—the rest just assumed that Cleria, a branch member, had committed some crime. Rias’s father agreed to speak with the Belials to ask them to share what they knew. Since Zekram Bael himself had come to visit the Gremorys in person, the current head of House Belial wouldn’t be able to protest too loudly.


      I doubted that guy Yaegaki was going to back down. If he was already targeting those related to the Baels, there was no ruling out the possibility that Rias was next. We had to stay sharp.


      After leaving the Gremory castle, we headed back to Kuou Town and told Azazel and the rest of our group what we had learned.


      When we were finished, Azazel wore a conflicted look. “Looking back, maybe I should have trusted Rias a bit more and told her. But before the peace treaty…well, back then, stuff like this happened all the time. You couldn’t avoid it.”


      He didn’t say much else, but I could tell he had been through a lot himself.


      He also said this to Rias: “Don’t blame Sirzechs. He’s soft—a complete sucker for his little sister… On top of that, he probably couldn’t secure any territory for you outside this town due to negotiations with the great prince faction. Still, he made sure this town was the best possible place for you. Kuou Academy, the facilities, everything… I think he did all he could.”


      “I know,” Rias answered. “I’ve had a wonderful time here. I never lacked for anything… I feel, now more than ever, all of that was thanks to my brother’s love for me. Even if the past was rewritten, even if I was never told the truth, I have no right to resent him…”


      It really hit me that Kuou Academy as it was now must have been prepared by Sirzechs for Rias—to give her a normal, peaceful high school life.


      The next day, we went as a group to the First Heaven, where Irina’s father had been taken. We wanted to hear his side of the story again after everything Bael had told us—and apparently, he had something he wanted to give us, too.


      The medical facility in the First Heaven was a surreal mix of modern technology and fantasy—advanced electronics right alongside floating hospital beds. It was as eclectic as anything in the underworld. Just like demon society, Heaven looked to have been integrating useful stuff from the human realm.


      When we arrived at Irina’s father’s hospital room, he was looking a lot better than yesterday. The poison had mostly faded, his color was good, and the dark patches on his body had started clearing up. He was definitely on the mend, which came as a huge relief.


      He listened to our report in silence as we told him everything we had learned in the underworld.


      Finally, sitting up in bed, he addressed us. “We kept trying to talk down Yaegaki until the very end. Back then—and even now, to be honest—romance between demons and the devout was utterly taboo. And his lover was from House Belial, a high-class demon, even if from a branch family. That meant clashing directly with the Belials. And when the current head of House Belial is concerned…”


      “…In terms of strength, Diehauser Belial, the Rating Game champion, is said to be on par with the Demon Kings,” Rias finished for him.


      Irina’s father nodded. “If things had gone south, Emperor Belial would have stepped in. That would have gone far beyond some back-alley scuffle. The demon side wanted to avoid that just as much as we did. So the Bael faction reached out to us.”


      Let’s work together. We also want to resolve this quietly.


      Neither side wanted a war. So the Church—Irina’s dad and his allies—and the Bael faction formed a temporary alliance, just as Zekram Bael had mentioned.


      In the end, they managed to quietly eliminate the so-called traitors without anyone else finding out.


      His expression pained, Irina’s father turned toward her. “Irina…I’ve done terrible things. Things that make me unworthy to call myself the father of an angel like you… I kept it all from you. I let you down, and that’s why you had to move to England. If I’d done better, maybe you and Issei would have never been separated… I’m so sorry.”


      Irina shook her head. “…Stop, Dad. I’m a warrior, too. I know you did what you had to do… And I know it hurt you as well. You don’t have to apologize. I’ll protect you. Even if you carry guilt from the past, I’m still going to protect you. Because we’re family.”


      “…Irina…”


      Her words brought tears to his eyes. Xenovia, a fellow warrior, closed her eyes and bowed her head in silence.


      …Right. Back when I first met Asia, Rias warned me not to get involved with anyone from the Church…


      Rias turned to Irina’s father. “Even if both sides had their reasons back then, what happened was still a tragedy. But now that Yaegaki is working with Qlippoth to carry out terrorist attacks, we can’t simply ignore him… We have to stop him, no matter what it takes. If we don’t, it will just lead to more hatred and sorrow,” she said firmly.


      We all nodded our agreement.


      Irina’s father wiped away his tears and addressed his daughter again. “The truth is, my angel, I didn’t come back to Japan just for the Christmas event. I had something I wanted to give you.”


      With that, he pulled a large case from beside his bed, handed it to her, and gestured for her to open it. When she did—


      “Is this…?”


      Irina lifted something from the case—a sword, radiating a quiet, holy aura.


      “This is the sword Hauteclere, once wielded by Olivier, a paladin and childhood friend of Roland, who bore the Durendal,” her father said.


      The holy sword Hauteclere!


      Olivier, a friend of the Durendal’s wielder, originally had it… Considering Xenovia and Irina’s own bond, this felt like fate.


      “They say only the truly pure can wield this sword,” Irina’s father continued. “It’s said to purify the hearts of those it cuts. According to your aptitude test, you, Irina, are the one most suited to it. Becoming an angel helped with that, of course. And the fact that you’ve long been Xenovia’s partner, and that she has the Durendal, also played a big role, the researchers said.”


      Xenovia and Irina exchanged glances. So the fact that Irina could even touch the sword already meant she had been deemed worthy?


      “…Irina,” her father said, looking her in the eye. “Please…use this to stop Yaegaki.”


      Irina gave him a firm nod as she received the holy sword. “Thank you, Dad…! I’ll stop him!”


      At last, her father gave a small smile.


      After that, we exchanged a few more words and gave our final well-wishes, and everyone but Irina’s father began to leave the room.


      Just as I was about to leave with the others, Irina’s father called out, “…Sorry to ask, but could you stay for a minute, Issei? There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


      I looked at Rias, the two of us reaching a silent agreement. I would stay behind.


      …Something he wanted to say to me alone? What could it be…?


      Once it was just the two of us, he paused a moment before speaking. “Issei. Now that Irina has become an angel, she can’t live as an ordinary girl anymore. Angels have to be pure and virtuous. That’s just part of what they are. And she’s also Lord Michael’s Ace. She can’t go back to the way she used to be.”


      …Irina never showed it, but her position as Michael’s Ace was a huge responsibility for a seventeen-year-old.


      After those stern words, her father flashed me a gentle smile. “There is one exception. With you, she’s allowed to be a normal girl.” He took my hand, pleading. “Issei, please…take care of Irina. That girl grew up with my—with the Church’s ideology. There’s so much she doesn’t know about being a normal girl. If she has the chance to experience it…please, let her. Show her. Let her feel what it’s like. I believe you and Irina can understand each other—beyond belief, beyond your positions.”


      “…Sir…”


      Tears began spilling from his eyes. “Why couldn’t I say something so simple to Yaegaki and that girl…? Even if it went against our rules, why couldn’t I do anything…?”


      I placed my hand over his.


      “No matter what Irina is, she’ll always be my childhood friend. I’ll always be with her to make her smile.”


      “…Thank you…,” he said, his tears flowing even harder. “Thank you…”


      Yeah. Even if I was a demon and she was an angel. We would keep on smiling together, no matter what.


      “Do you have a minute, Issei?”


      I was taking a breather after leaving the hospital room when Irina came over to talk.


      We were up on the rooftop of the hospital in the First Heaven. From here, we could make out the entirety of the landscape around us. Surprisingly, it looked a lot like the cities in the human world or the underworld, with rows of buildings everywhere. There were even a few floating structures up in the sky. It made me wonder—if I slapped on one of those fake halos, maybe I could pass for an angel? Then again, a pervert like me would never be able to pull that off.


      “Hey, Issei…,” Irina continued, leaning against the railing. “Do you remember what I told you a little while ago? That I felt like I was starting to understand Rias?”


      “Yeah. You said you two bonded talking about stuff from when I was a kid, right?”


      “After I went back to Kuou Town, it wasn’t just Rias and Xenovia—I’ve befriended Asia, too. And Akeno, and Koneko, and Kiba, and Gasper, and Rossweisse, and Ravel, and Kiryuu, and everyone at school. Even Ophis, the Dragon God.”


      Yep, that was just how Irina was. She had a natural way of getting along with people. I had even seen her chatting with Arthur from Vali’s team—who was usually impossible to approach. That was a special kind of talent, as far as I was concerned.


      “I know. You have a way of getting along with all sorts of people. It’s pretty amazing, really. I should probably take notes.”


      Irina’s expression darkened. “…The truth is, I’m always worried, deep down, wondering if I can really get along with this or that person… But I’m Archangel Michael’s Ace. I have to be able to treat everyone equally… I have to at least try to live up to Lord Michael’s everlasting compassion.”


      Living up to Michael’s compassion, huh?


      “…But there’s something I can’t stop thinking about. If I had stayed with Xenovia back then—if I had become a demon—would things have turned out differently…? Would I have been closer to everyone in the Occult Research Club?”


      …Yeah. Maybe that had been a possible future.


      “You’re a demon now, and I’m an angel. We were both human not that long ago, but now we’re different species.”


      Right. I had been human up until April, and Irina had been human until around summer.


      Different species, huh…? Love between people from different worlds…? I got the feeling Irina was thinking about that tragic love story that had happened in our hometown. And now she was projecting that onto us—me, a demon, and her, an angel.


      “Yeah, but you know…I don’t care that you’re an angel. You’re still my childhood friend. And we’re still classmates at Kuou Academy. That’s never going to change,” I said, looking her straight in the eye.


      I had to say it—especially now, after learning about that incident.


      “There’s nothing forbidden about us. And even if there was, I’m still your childhood friend. If you ever find yourself in danger, I’ll come for you. No matter what.”


      Irina’s cheeks flushed red with happiness—and she suddenly turned her gaze to her feet.


      “If both Rias and I were in danger…who would you save…?”


      “I’d save you both. That’s why I’m fighting so hard to get stronger.”


      I didn’t even hesitate. My response was as natural as they came. I would protect both Rias and Irina. That should have been a given. They were both precious to me. Whether demon or angel, it didn’t matter.


      “…I’m awful…,” Irina murmured, a tremble to her voice. “I knew you would say that, and I still asked. I’m so unfair… But…but I had to ask…!”


      She was on the verge of tears.


      “I’ll answer the other thing you mentioned as well,” I said, pulling her close. “Whether you had become a demon back then, and you being an angel now—either way, nothing would have changed anything between us. No matter what happens, I’ll always be on your side.”


      “…You’re so unfair, Issei!” she sobbed, holding me tight. “You can’t say stuff like that…! Now I…I won’t be able to leave you…!”


      “Then don’t. Let’s keep on smiling and laughing together.”


      “…Yeah… Yeah!”


      A demon and an angel staying friends forever—why not?


      After all, we were lucky enough to live in a time when that was allowed.
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      While Griselda, who had come up to the First Heaven from the human world, was off having a talk with Rias, Akeno, and Irina, the rest of the Occult Research Club was taking a break in a parklike plaza.


      Asia decided to test whether she could summon the four new dragons she had made contracts with through a Dragon Gate.


      “Anselmus, Kyrillos, Gregorios, Simeon? Make sure to behave yourselves in Heaven, okay? Also, the angels here want to find out a little about you, so please follow their instructions. Don’t worry, they said they won’t do anything scary.”


      “…Got it.”


      “As you command.”


      “Okay…”


      “Fine.”


      With that, several angel researchers began cautiously poking around the dragons Asia had summoned.


      Xenovia, watching on, breathed an impressed sigh. “Even if they’re mass-produced types, taming Evil Dragons is no small feat.”


      Believe it or not, that cooking class Fafnir held had actually managed to reform (or at least sort of reform) four Evil Dragons mass-produced during that last incident!


      Those same Evil Dragons, the ones who had been sobbing and applauding during the cooking class, had then approached Asia after the battle to defend Auros Academy, their evil auras having completely vanished. There was no forgetting the look on Azazel’s face—I had never seen him so stunned.


      To think Asia was capable of taming Evil Dragons… Things really were starting to get crazy. The way those dragons looked at her, all calm and peaceful—it was kind of touching. And there she was, smiling like a saint as she patted them on the head. Apparently, she had even named them after saints from Christian history. Evil Dragons named after saints! Was that pious or blasphemous?


      “…I heard that Asia is starting to get famous in the dragon world,” Koneko said. “They’re all talking about the demon girl who made a pact with Fafnir.”


      Seriously? Dragons were famous for not getting involved with the mundane world, so for her to catch their attention was a huge deal.


      Kiba chimed in next. “According to Azazel, taming Evil Dragons has made Asia’s name skyrocket among dragons. Up until now, only evil gods or dark deities have ever managed to control multiple Evil Dragons.”


      …Wait, did that mean Asia was displaying godlike potential?! She had gone beyond just being impressive—she was entering divine territory!


      “Right now, Rizevim is already playing the part of the evil god and dark deity…,” Rossweisse added. “But even so, Asia’s talent as a dragon tamer really stands out.”


      It seemed she might go down in history as a legendary dragon tamer… Heck, she had already accomplished some pretty amazing feats.


      Meanwhile, Azazel was working with her to research the mass-produced Evil Dragons.


      …Then again, Rossweisse—the one praising Asia—was no slouch herself. Her old thesis on sealing Trihexa was currently under review. I’d heard from Azazel she was working with the Grigori to develop a new sealing ritual, and if it all came together, it might become a major weapon against Qlippoth. That said, no one knew what would happen if the current seal was fully broken, so ongoing research was key.


      “…Asia’s so lucky,” Xenovia murmured out of nowhere as she looked longingly at the Evil Dragons.


      Asia’s cheeks flushed. “O-oh, um… Why don’t I show you how to form your own dragon pact? I’m sure you could meet a wonderful dragon partner, and—”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. You’re adored by everyone, Asia. Seeing how much people love and respect you, I just thought I’d like to have something like that, too.”


      “You’re far more charming than I am, Xenovia!”


      Asia’s words brought a smile to Xenovia’s face. “Thanks. But I know I’ll have to improve myself if I want to win the student council election after New Year’s.”


      Right! The big student council election was right after the New Year! With everything else going on lately, it was easy to forget school events like that.


      “Come to think of it, the current student council members are running as well, right?” I asked. “Didn’t Saji say he’s going for vice-chairman? Said he’s better suited to supporting the chairman or chairwoman than being in the top spot himself.”


      He was a born second-in-command, that was for sure. But he seemed to realize that was where he could really shine.


      “The Bishop Momo Hanakai is running for chairwoman,” Irina noted. “Her vision and the way she’s been quietly supporting the student council from behind the scenes have earned her a lot of trust.”


      Hanakai didn’t stand out much, but she always had been right there by Chairwoman Sona’s side, overseeing the student council’s business. She would be a tough rival for Xenovia, no doubt about it.


      “There are a few other candidates from the general student body,” Xenovia added. “I’ve got a lot of competition.”


      So she said, but her eyes were absolutely blazing with determination!


      “…If someone who’s not a demon gets elected, what happens with the student council stuff? Like, do we tell them who we really are?” Irina asked, curious.


      “President Rias and Chairwoman Sona are already considering how to handle that,” Kiba answered. “That’s part of what’s going to make this election so interesting.”


      I had to admit, I was as curious as he was to see how it would turn out. Of course, I wanted Xenovia to win, but I also couldn’t wait to see what kind of student council would follow after Chairwoman Sona!


      “I’ll help you however I can, Xenovia!” Asia said, beaming and throwing her arms around her.


      “Me too!” Irina added, clinging to her arm. “We’re going to make sure you win this! First, let’s talk about your platform and the designs for the flyers we’re gonna distribute before the year’s out!”


      Xenovia was moved to tears. “Ugh… I’m so lucky to have friends like you! I could cry here!”


      “Xenovia!”


      “Asia! Irina!”


      “Amen!”


      Whoa, our Church Trio had gone full prayer mode!


      “We’ll support her, too.” Kiba smiled warmly. “We’re all clubmates and members of the same Familia, after all.”


      “Yep.” Koneko nodded.


      “Hey, Kiba, Koneko,” I said, remembering something I had been meaning to ask for a while. “What happened with your mage pacts?”


      I had made my pact with Le Fay, but I hadn’t heard how the others’ had gone. I remembered them saying something about short-term pacts, but I had been too busy to follow up, so I thought I might revisit the topic now.


      “Mine’s a short-term pact,” Kiba answered.


      “…Me too. Same with Akeno. I think the president, Asia, Xenovia, Gaspy, and Rossweisse haven’t decided yet,” Koneko added.


      I knew about Akeno already. So Kiba and Koneko had also ended up going with short-term ones? And the rest hadn’t finalized theirs yet?


      That only made me even more curious.


      “So what kind of partners did you get?” I asked.


      “My partner’s a boy,” Kiba said. “He’s still in elementary school, but he’s apparently skipped grades. He’s young, but quite talented.”


      “…Mine’s a girl the same age as me. Very bold,” Koneko added.


      Kiba had ended up with a guy?! Come on, pick a girl! And an elementary school kid at that? Meanwhile, Koneko had partnered with an outgoing girl her own age. A first-year high schooler? Now that was interesting. Incidentally, Akeno had partnered with a quiet little witch type.


      Yeah, I really wanted to talk more with everyone about their mage pacts. Honestly, though, Le Fay was so capable I felt kind of guilty for not checking in more. If Ravel were there, she would totally scold me for thinking that. Speaking of which, she was staying behind in the human world right now.


      …Just as I glanced at my watch, wondering why Rias and the others were taking so long—


      Boom!


      All of Heaven seemed to shake violently!


      An earthquake?! But we were in the sky! There was no ground to shake! Everyone glanced around, just as confused and on edge as I was. Even the angels inspecting Asia’s Evil Dragons and the ones just going about their business froze in shock! If even they hadn’t been expecting this, something seriously unusual must have just happened!


      All at once, bright-red text in the angel script began flashing across the sky, zigzagging through the air like a warning beacon on full blast!


      “What?!”


      The next moment, an angel security guard came running toward us.


      “Evil Dragons…! Qlippoth has launched an attack on Heaven!”


      The news hit us like a thunderclap.

    
  


  
    
      Life.3


      Team DxD, Sortie!


      We members of Team DxD assembled in the operations command center. Around the table stood Rias, Akeno, Irina, Sister Griselda, and several of the Brave Saints stationed in the First Heaven.


      In the middle of the table, a holographic display projected the status of each heavenly layer.


      …Seriously? Those Evil Dragons were tearing up Heaven! The Second, Third, and Fourth Heavens were under attack, and angelic forces were locked in brutal combat trying to push them back.


      “They seem to have broken in through the Third Heaven, where the souls of the faithful end up!” one of the Brave Saints reported.


      A massive floating city appeared on the display! The Third Heaven was huge, sure, but how did a whole underworld sky island just barge in like that?! Hordes of Evil Dragons were pouring out from Agreas! Qlippoth really had turned it into a mobile base!


      Among them were some all-too-familiar enemies we had crossed paths with before!


      “…Ladon, Valburga of the Purple Flame, and Crom Cruach!”


      The projection showed Ladon pummeling his way past angels left and right, while Valburga wielded the True Cross without restraint. These two were rampaging through Heaven like it was their personal playground!


      Crom Cruach, on the other hand, wasn’t actively attacking—he just swatted away blows like someone going through the motions, totally uninterested.


      “How did Qlippoth get into Heaven in the first place…?” I asked. “They couldn’t have just brute-forced their way in like they did in the underworld.”


      There weren’t many routes into Heaven, were there? I remembered hearing it wasn’t nearly as easy to sneak into as the underworld.


      As I was voicing my doubts, another image appeared in the corner of the table—a familiar face.


      “That’s probably the netherworld’s doing.”


      It was Azazel, speaking to us from the human world!


      How’s it looking on your end, Azazel? Rias asked.


      “No good,” he answered with a shake of his head. “The gates to Heaven are closed from this side, too. We can’t send in any reinforcements.”


      Just like he said, the gates linking Heaven and the human world had slammed shut! We couldn’t open them from this end, and they couldn’t be opened from the other side, either.


      “Any idea why?” Azazel asked.


      Sister Griselda shook her head. The seraphim are investigating the cause, but most of their efforts are focused on minimizing the damage to the Seventh Heaven… All the heavenly elevators are offline as well.


      Caught off guard, Heaven’s upper leadership had focused on reinforcing the Seventh Heaven’s protection field—the layer where the system was housed. If that was compromised, it would be game over. We weren’t just talking Sacred Gears—the entire foundation of Heaven and the world’s religions could collapse. It was a terrifying possibility!


      “‘The netherworld’s doing…’?” I repeated.


      “If someone wants to get into Heaven, there are only a few options. You go through the official gate, like you all did. Or you’re admitted posthumously as a follower of the Church…or you ascend from somewhere else.”


      Sister Griselda’s expression changed. Limbo and Purgatory!


      Azazel nodded. “Right. Places neither Heaven nor Hell, where souls with unresolved issues go after death. There, they’re purified before being guided to Heaven. And yes—both have doors that lead into Heaven. Did you know that?” he asked, glancing around at us all. “The Church has a name for Limbo and Purgatory—Hades. The biblical God modeled them after the realm of the dead… This is just speculation, but that damn netherworld god Hades probably knew, or figured out, how to break in.”


      Just then, an angel came rushing in with a new report!


      “There’s been a breach! The door from Purgatory to the Third Heaven has been destroyed!”


      —! Azazel’s guess was right on the money!


      …Seriously?! That damn skeleton god was involved now?! Had Hades actually teamed up with Qlippoth?! Given how much he hated demons and fallen angels, it was certainly possible! No doubt he wasn’t fond of Heaven, either. Even if the terrorist leader was the son of the original Lucifer, if it gave him a chance to mess with us, he would totally side with them!


      “…We’ve received reports that one of the legendary Evil Dragons—Apophis, supposedly revived by the Holy Grail—descended into the underworld,” Sister Griselda said.


      Rias rested a hand under her chin. “According to legend, Apophis is closely tied to the netherworld—Hell, rather—so him heading there isn’t too strange… But would Hades really cooperate with them? My brother and Azazel warned him there would be no second chances if he acted up again…”


      Hades had earned the ire of both Sirzechs and Azazel by aiding the Hero Faction, and even Michael had expressed his disappointment in him. For him to blatantly stir up trouble again this soon would be beyond reckless.


      “…We got some intel from Euclid,” Azazel began. “Among the resurrected legendary Evil Dragons, three of them—Crom Cruach, Azhi Dahaka, and Apophis—are starting to reject Rizevim’s control. Absolute monsters, that lot. Apparently, they’ve started making deals with Rizevim directly.”


      “…Making deals?” Rias repeated.


      “Yeah. Basically, If you agree to my terms, I just might set you free. I don’t know the full agreement, but the most likely demand is this—Form a pact with a god-tier being, any god-tier being. I don’t know about the others, but Apophis definitely made a pact with Hades. That’s probably how they got their route into Heaven—through him.”


      …How was that supposed to be acceptable…?!


      Are they seriously trying to spin this like Oh no, Apophis escaped or He made the deal on his own, so it’s got nothing to do with us?! I demanded, fuming. And since when can Hades act like he just made a deal with a runaway dragon, not Qlippoth? How does that fly?!


      Just because an Evil Dragon was in the middle didn’t mean Qlippoth and Hades were off the hook!


      Azazel narrowed his eyes in a squint. “…Yeah, I know. But we’re not in a position to call them out on it right now. Our focus has to be on getting the gate into Heaven open from our side. You try to open it from yours.”


      Nodding in agreement, the Brave Saints got to work.


      What’s their goal, though…? Xenovia muttered, furrowing her brow.


      The system at the top layer? Asia suggested.


      Azazel shook his head. “Getting up there isn’t so easy. Only seraphim can even set foot in the Seventh Heaven. If anything else gets in, it will be automatically teleported out. It’s a god-level defense. Still, with these guys, who knows what they’ll try? Of course, Michael and the others will be beefing up security there.”


      You say that like you’ve tried it, I pointed out.


      Azazel shrugged. “Well, I did try sneaking in once without permission. Got blasted to the middle of nowhere in the human world. All I wanted was a peek at the Sacred Gear system… Man, God was stingy back then.”


      Could their target be the Sixth Heaven, where Heaven’s headquarters is located? I asked, considering the next possibility.


      Yet Azazel shot that idea down, too. “And do what? Wipe out all the seraphim? That would be a huge feat, sure—but even Rizevim and the Evil Dragons would take heavy losses if they took them all on.”


      Then are they after a specific layer?


      “Probably. Their current forces can’t push too far up. They’re likely aiming for the Third or Fourth Heaven—or maybe even the Second Heaven, where the Tower of Babel–related folks are held…”


      What about the Fifth Heaven, where you used to be? That’s a research facility now, right?


      “Trying to steal some of the Brave Saints research cards, you think? Wouldn’t be surprising. I’m sure that place still has a bunch of active projects.” Azazel turned to Sister Griselda. “What’s the status of the Tree of Life in the Third Heaven, and the Tree of Wisdom in Eden, the Fourth Heaven?”


      …The trees themselves are intact…but neither has borne fruit in a long time. Ever since the Lord passed, they stopped producing.


      At this, Azazel fell deep into thought.


      …Teach? I asked, uneasy.


      “The inverse of the Tree of Life is the Qlippoth. That’s what the terrorists call themselves. It wouldn’t be surprising if they were after those trees. With their fruit, they could drastically accelerate Trihexa’s unsealing. Or even use them as bargaining chips to negotiate with other god-level beings…”


      Just as we were wondering what the enemy’s real objective was, a new video feed came up on the display.


      A man with the holy sword Ame-no-Murakumo had entered the area around the Fifth Heaven’s research center!


      Sister Griselda’s eyes narrowed. “This is bad… Director Shidou is currently up there, undergoing the final phase of his detox treatment!”


      “—?!”


      The room gasped in shock!


      “…Daddy!” Irina shouted, staring at the screen.


      This was bad! They were after Irina’s dad! If we didn’t move to stop him, that guy—Yaegaki or whatever his name was—was definitely going to—


      “Let’s go!” Rias cried, snapping into action. “We can’t sit around and do nothing! We’re the counter-terrorist unit Team DxD! We need to push upward, fight alongside the angels, and take down those Evil Dragons!” She turned to Irina. “Irina, you go on up to the Fifth Heaven! We’ll clear a path for you!”


      Moved by that show of reassurance, Irina covered her mouth and nodded forcefully. “Right! I’m Lord Michael’s Ace! I’ll beat those dragons and save my dad!”


      All right! We might not know what the enemy wanted, but our goal was crystal clear—take out the bastards attacking us and save Irina’s father!


      “I’ll send reinforcements as soon as the gate opens! Hang in there!” Azazel added.


      Got it! we all shouted as one.


      And so the battle to defend Heaven was underway!
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      To reach the Fifth Heaven, we would have to pass through the gates at each layer. However, the enemies who had broken in from the Third Heaven had already seized the gates to both the Second and the Fourth Heavens—heck, they’d even taken control of the back gate into the Fourth! In short, the breach went all the way from the Second to the Fifth Heaven!


      The Second Heaven was holding out for now, mainly because its proximity to the frontline base in the First Heaven meant that angelic forces were managing to fend off the attackers. But even so, Sister Griselda and others reported that Qlippoth had the upper hand from the Third Heaven to the Fifth. As for the Sixth Heaven, where the angels’ main headquarters were located—the enemy hadn’t broken through, thanks to Michael and a few of the seraphim still stationed there. Apparently, one of the seraphim had just set out for the Fifth Heaven with their subordinates to launch a counterattack.


      But there were considerably more Evil Dragons this time than during the defense of Auros—and since the gate to the human world was sealed, we couldn’t count on getting any reinforcements. We would have to take on this mess with just the forces currently in Heaven.


      We stormed through the front gate of the Second Heaven, charging toward the gate that led up to the Third. The elevators that connected the levels were out of commission, meaning the only way up was straight through each layer.


      The Second Heaven was a world ruled by darkness. Apparently, it was mainly for observing the stars, and it was where sinful angels were sent for imprisonment.


      It was so dark that you would never guess you were in Heaven. But the stars shone down like in a planetarium, so it wasn’t pitch-black. Not that the darkness bothered me—being a demon, I could see just fine!


      “Move it!”


      “Right!”


      We plowed through the Evil Dragons and pressed forward! On the way, we came across a squad of Brave Saints preparing to face off against a horde of the beasts!


      “Let’s go! Form up, Brave Saints! Full House formation!”


      “Got it!”


      Cards with matching numbers appeared in the air, glowing brightly! A split second later, a flood of light poured around the Brave Saints, radiating all the way to us!


      The Brave Saints forming that Full House dove into the swarm of dragons, slicing through them like paper! That power wasn’t something you got to see every day—each swing sent a dozen dragons flying! Mass-produced Evil Dragons certainly weren’t pushovers, so taking out that many in one strike was phenomenal! That was the Brave Saints’ specialty—when they got a poker hand with a proper combo, their power skyrocketed.


      “Stick with the same suit!” one of them shouted from midair. “Lock in your hands and wipe them all out!”


      “Straight Flush!”


      Another strong combo slammed into the dragon horde, shredding it to bits!


      “I’ll stay here and coordinate the front!” Sister Griselda said, stopping to turn to us. Then, without waiting for a response, she started issuing instructions to the Brave Saints. “Don’t overuse the big hands! It will be too much of a drain on your energy and light force!”


      The rest of us nodded, then kept pushing forward.


      We had nearly made it to the gate leading to the Third Heaven when something—a being radiating sheer malice—stepped out of the darkness.


      “Well, well. Long time no see.”


      It was a grotesque creature that looked like it was made from layer upon layer of tree trunks. A dragon-shaped tree—or rather, the Evil Dragon Ladon!


      Surrounding him were more Evil Dragons than I could count, completely blocking the way to the gate!


      “Why don’t we play for a bit?”


      Despite his smug tone, Ladon was clearly serious. The dark aura swirling around him was growing stronger, and his glowing red eyes were locked on us. In a flash, some kind of bubble surrounded us!


      Another of his wards!


      This pain-in-the-ass barrier would just keep coming back no matter how many times we broke through it! It was this exact move that had given me so much trouble last time! And now he had caught our whole team in it!


      “Tch!”


      “As if we’re letting this stop us!”


      Kiba and Xenovia slashed at the ward with their swords—but even as it shattered, it instantly re-formed, keeping us trapped! This was turning into another quagmire! Still, this time we had Kiba with his finesse and Rias with her one-shot power, so it wasn’t like we couldn’t beat this troublesome dragon. But every second counted! If we wasted time here, then Irina’s dad…


      Just like me, Irina was panicking, wildly brandishing the sword, Hauteclere, she had just received from her dad.


      “Out of my way! I’ve got to hurry! If I don’t—!”


      But the barrier continued to regenerate as fast as ever—there was no end to it!


      “Then we’ll just have to annihilate it at the source,” Rias muttered.


      The air around her hand started glowing ominously—she was going to unleash her Extinguish Star! If she pulled that off, she might take out both the barrier and Ladon in one blow—but there was no way that bastard was going to let that happen!


      “I don’t think so.”


      Ladon’s eyes flashed, and a fresh ward snapped over Rias’s hand, snuffing out her destruction magic! Dammit—this guy really was a Power-type fighter’s worst nightmare! He could shut you down before you knew what had hit you!


      There was no use holding back! I was about to activate my crimson armor when—


      A flash of light dropped between us and Ladon!


      The barrier trapping us shattered—and this time, it didn’t regenerate!


      All eyes snapped forward, drawn by a spear radiating a holy aura.


      “Red Dragon Emperor. Gremory Familia. Still obsessed with brute force, I see.”


      —!


      We couldn’t have been more taken aback by the young man standing before us, dressed in Chinese-style robes and yanking his glowing spear from the ground before casually resting it on his shoulder and stepping in front of Ladon.


      The dragon’s red eyes narrowed. “So that’s how it is. The Holy Spear…”


      Indeed. It was that spear—the True Longinus! It had shown up out of nowhere during the defense of Auros Academy, and now the man wielding it was here in person!


      “Cao Cao?!” I cried in shock!


      Standing in front of us was none other than the former leader of the Hero Faction—Cao Cao! He had been cast down into the realm of the dead after we defeated him, but word was that he had clawed his way back out and become part of Sakra’s vanguard force.


      “…What are you doing here?!” I shouted.


      I couldn’t fail to miss the patch over the eye I had destroyed.


      “I figured I’d have some fun dragon hunting,” he said, still wearing the same annoying smirk as always. “Like them, I came up from the gates of Purgatory.”


      …He’d found a way out of Purgatory after being trapped in Hades’s realm?


      He gave his spear a lazy spin before pointing its tip straight at Ladon.


      The dragon let out a low, eerie laugh. “…So the one they call the strongest among the Sacred Gear wielders shows up in person.”


      “I’ll take care of the dragons here,” Cao Cao said. “But you, Red Dragon Emperor—you’re the hero, aren’t you? Then you should be the one taking down the big boss. Just like you did to me.” He turned the spear away from Ladon and aimed it at the gate. “Go.”


      Ladon chortled. “Well, well… The Holy Spear–bearer playing peacemaker.”


      …No kidding. I could hardly believe what I was hearing, either.


      “Issei!” Rias shouted my way. “Take Asia, Xenovia, and Irina with you! We’ll hold the line here!”


      “Do what she says,” Cao Cao chimed in. “Someone you thought was gone has jumped in to lend a hand. Might as well make the most of it, right?”


      …


      …Dammit. Maybe this was what you could call a miracle when we needed it most. If Rias and Cao Cao teamed up, maybe they really could hold off Ladon and his horde of Evil Dragons.


      I glanced over at Asia, Xenovia, and Irina. All three nodded in shared understanding. I turned back to Cao Cao.


      “…I won’t let it slide if you let yourself get taken out by those dragons after showing up out of the blue like this.”


      With a crooked grin, he unleashed a flood of light into the enemy ranks. In the blink of an eye, a massive blast ripped through the battlefield and wiped out a whole pack of Evil Dragons! Yep, that spear of his was still as overpowered as I remembered!


      Spinning the weapon with one hand, he said gruffly, “I lost before because I couldn’t stick to what made me human. I don’t need a Medusa’s Eye or that monstrous form anymore. All I need is the pride of a hero, the pride of a human being, and this spear. I swore I’d never let my guard down against a dragon again.”


      …Talk about scary. I’d managed to beat him last time only because he’d let his power go to his head and slipped up. Now I got the feeling there was something even more dangerous about him.


      “Rias! Everyone! I’m counting on you!”


      With that, I turned and hurried ahead with Asia, Xenovia, and Irina!


      As we passed by Cao Cao, he said something only I could hear: “In the end, it’s always a human who brings down monsters.”

    
  


  
    
      Fake Hero


      After Issei, Asia, Xenovia, and Irina headed off toward the gate, I—Yuuto Kiba—and the rest of the team stayed behind and began taking down the swarm of Evil Dragons. Still fighting alongside me were President Rias, Akeno, Koneko, Gasper, Rossweisse, and the bearer of the Holy Spear, Cao Cao.


      Cao Cao squared off against Ladon. With a casual flick of his spear, he unleashed a wave of holy energy straight at the dragon! Even a high-class demon wouldn’t be able to walk away unscathed from a direct hit by the Holy Spear. But before it could reach him, the wave fizzled out as if blocked by something. Ladon’s body was wrapped in a kind of barrier—no doubt some kind of personal defense spell. The fact that he could shrug off a strike from the Holy Spear—even a light one—spoke volumes about how tough he was.


      Ladon let out a low, amused chuckle.


      “To think I’d cross paths with the wielder of the Holy Spear… Ever since returning to the world of the living, I keep running into things I’d only ever heard about in stories during my past life.”


      “Lucky you,” Cao Cao said with a shrug. “Should make for a nice little parting gift for your second death.”


      It seemed he still had his way with words.


      Ladon’s lips twisted into a sinister smile. “…In that case, let me show you something interesting.”


      As he spoke, a magic square flared beneath his feet—a Dragon Gate! Was he summoning more dragons?!


      Rossweisse gasped in recognition as the gate pulsed with a dull green glow. “W-wait! That color…that glow!”


      Yes, we all knew that deep, dark green. It was unmistakable…


      The glow burst open—and out stormed a massive, black-scaled dragon!


      “Grrroooaaahhh!”


      The sheer volume of the roar shook the air as from that magic square emerged—Grendel?! And not just one—three Grendels?!


      My friends and I were blindsided by this latest development. Not only was Grendel back, but he had somehow multiplied?


      Standing at the head of the three Grendels, Ladon grinned. “Well? These are new models of Evil Dragons based on Grendel. Still in testing, I hear…but they’ve got quite the presence, don’t you think?”


      Unbelievable. They had actually gotten far enough along to mass-produce Grendel clones? But something was off—these three didn’t seem to have minds of their own. There was none of that wild, chaotic will we had felt from the original. They merely stood there, perfectly still behind Ladon, like machines waiting for orders.


      …So now we were facing off against four legendary Evil Dragons. The team went quiet with tension—but one man grinned in defiance.


      Cao Cao.


      He turned to President Rias, who had just wiped out a group of mass-produced Evil Dragons. “That barrier around him is no joke, Rias Gremory. And there are three Grendels.”


      He was right. Whatever was protecting Ladon was far tougher than that bubble barrier he had used against us last time. And on top of that, with three Grendel clones, this fight wasn’t going to be easy.


      “I realize that,” Rias replied. “A run-of-the-mill attack won’t scratch him.”


      Cao Cao gave her a lopsided smile. “The Princess of Annihilation sounding uncertain? That’s rare.”


      “What can I say? We’re facing four legendary opponents at the same time. Even I start doubting myself every once in a while.”


      “That’s not like you. You’re Issei Hyoudou’s partner. You should hold your head up high,” Cao Cao said with a lighthearted grin. “I’ll open his defenses. You finish him.”


      The president wore a suspicious frown, but that was only natural. The conditions were too favorable for us. How could we trust the sweet reassurances of a man who was once our enemy? It wouldn’t be at all surprising if he was plotting something.


      “…You’re handing me the final blow? Shouldn’t a warrior of Sakra’s claim that glory? Or is this some show of confidence? Or maybe you’re mocking me?”


      Cao Cao shook his head. “Nothing like that. Then and now, I hold you in the highest regard. You’re my revered rival, after all.”


      There was nothing deceptive in his one-eyed stare, no lie behind those words.


      “An enemy like this should fall to the heroes of the day. I’ve fallen once already. It’s too soon for me to make a comeback. Just say you benefited from a lucky throw from the back if anyone asks.”


      Rias let out a sigh. “…I still don’t like your way of talking. But fine. A lucky shot from the Holy Spear…I suppose that will do.”


      She accepted his proposal.


      “Yuuto Kiba,” Cao Cao said, stepping up next to me. “Are your prized legs still working?”


      “That’s a rude way to put it, but yes. I’m good to go.”


      “I’m glad to hear it. Even if they’re mass-produced copies, we’re still up against Grendel. His strength and flames could obliterate a normal fighter.”


      I pulled the Demonic Emperor Sword, Gram, from its subspace fold. Cao Cao gave the blade with its sinister aura a curious glance. It was little wonder—his old comrade Siegfried was its wielder before me.


      Ignoring his gaze, I began covering the Gram in a shell of Holy Demon Swords… This was my new control technique, and though still unfinished, it was better than nothing. If I let the Gram unleash its full power, it would burn through my stamina fast—though I understood full well the time would come when I would have to do just that.


      “Clever trick,” Cao Cao remarked, intrigued. “But is relying on the Gram really the best you can do?”


      “What are you getting at?”


      “Hone your Holy Demon Swords. The miracle you’ve created is still a miracle, no matter how far you go. Don’t waste it. It wouldn’t be befitting of a Gremory knight to throw away that kind of potential.”


      …Maybe he saw something in how I wielded Gram. He was a technical fighter far beyond me—he probably saw through my fighting form in a glance. The fact that he wasn’t spelling it out could only mean he was testing me.


      “Gremory squad,” he said, spinning his spear up onto his shoulder and adopting a fighting stance. “I’ll make an opening. Don’t miss it.”


      “You think I’ll let my guard down to you? Sealing targets is my forte. If I see an opening, I’m the one who will end this,” Ladon snapped back.


      Cao Cao broke into an amused laugh. “Even better. Striking dragons where it hurts—that’s what heroes do best.”


      All at once, a halo of light bloomed behind him and seven orbs materialized around his body—the Holy Spear’s Balance Breaker. I had only seen it once before, and even now, the silence was chilling.


      The seven orbs floated around him, each glowing with its unique powers. When we had faced him, those orbs had nearly wiped us out. And now he was on our side. Yes, that was reassuring—but also a little terrifying…


      I tightened my grip on the Gram, bracing myself. Akeno sprouted her fallen-angel wings, Gasper shifted into his dark beast form, and Koneko tapped into her sage arts to temporarily mature in size. One by one, everyone unleashed their full power.


      The three Grendels positioned themselves in front of Ladon, each one glowing with orange magic—probably a defense boost. As if those scales of theirs weren’t tough enough already.


      We kept an eye on the gathering swarm of mass-produced Evil Dragons as we locked on to our individual targets.


      A breathless stillness stretched out, and then—


      —Gasper moved first, releasing a pack of beasts from the shadows toward Grendel A on the right. They were swatted away easily, but in the middle of them was Koneko, closing in fast, ducking in low and slammed a sage arts–enhanced punch straight into its gut!


      The impact rang out like a gong, the dragon’s massive body reeling back.


      “We can take them!” Koneko shouted with certainty. “These Grendels aren’t as strong as the original!”


      That information raised everyone’s spirits! If these foes weren’t Grendel level, we had a shot—even with three.


      I slashed at Grendel B head-on, mixing in a few feints. For such a big creature, his movements were surprisingly nimble—just like the original’s. But unlike the sharp-witted original, he was gullible, falling for every feint.


      He threw a punch at my afterimage, but I was already behind him, bringing down the Gram on him!


      The legendary dragon-slayer carved a deep gash across his back, leaving the Grendel clone howling in pain. Too bad, though—I wasn’t about to show it any mercy. When it came to Evil Dragons or Qlippoth, I wasn’t taking any chances.


      I drove the Gram deep into his back. Then, I shouted, “Akeno! Rossweisse!”


      They got the message. Akeno started gathering Holy Lightning on her fingertips while soaring midair, and Rossweisse drew a magic circle.


      Releasing the Gram, I distanced myself from the Grendel clones.


      “Take this! Heavenly Thunder!”


      Akeno’s Holy Lightning came crashing down.


      “By lightning, be scorched, vile dragon!”


      Rossweisse followed with her own thunder spell!


      Using Gram as a lightning rod, the combined move blasted the dragon from the inside out. Even if the Holy Grail had enhanced it, the dragon was helpless against the Gram’s curse slowly eating away at it—and the two-pronged lightning strike just made it worse. The creature roared in agony, spewing a fountain of blood.


      …Koneko was right. These Grendels could be beaten. Even enhanced with Ladon’s defensive magic, they were nothing we couldn’t handle.


      “Begone!”


      Rias and her team were already breaking down Grendel A. Koneko’s kasha fire rings circled it, burning its limbs with purifying flames. Meanwhile, Gasper smashed into it head-on in his dark beast form.


      “Don’t get in our way, you damn dragon!” he roared as his punch sent the Grendel clone stumbling.


      Blue blood spilled from the creature’s mouth. Gasper used his shadows to pull the dragon in and hammered another punch straight into its chest.


      Just a few months ago, the idea of Gasper packing power like that would have been unthinkable!


      The reason for this dramatic improvement was simple—Gasper had started sparring with Issei in close combat while in his dark beast state. He was trying to learn melee techniques—and the results were plain as day. Even his punches were starting to look a lot like Issei’s. Our Red Dragon Emperor’s influence was real!


      Gasper laid out the creature with a solid hit, and the moment the dragon went down, President Rias’s destructive powers kicked in, ruthlessly obliterating its massive body. Even its rock-solid scales couldn’t withstand her powers—that much had already been established back at the vampire castle.


      Now it was just Grendel C and Ladon.


      “Hmm.”


      Cao Cao moved like he was dancing, slipping past Grendel C’s close-range attacks and countering with precise slashes from his Holy Spear, toying with the giant dragon like it was some unruly child. Even when it spat out massive flames, the bare minimum of light from the Holy Spear was enough to scatter them to the wind.


      At the same time, the seven airborne jewels struck at Ladon’s barrier. The dragon’s red eyes flared with growing irritation as the gems moved randomly and freely through the air.


      “…Curse you.”


      He tried to trap the jewels inside a barrier, but each one activated its own unique property to resist. Some took on spear-like shapes and shattered the barriers, others teleported each other out of danger, while one even redirected the barrier itself so that it hit Grendel C instead. The dragon clone, suddenly caught in the barrier’s effect, thrashed in confusion and opened himself up to an attack from one of our allies. Ladon remained unable to pin down Cao Cao.


      “What’s the matter, Ladon? Can’t even catch one little human?”


      Cao Cao’s taunt earned him a sharp click of the tongue from Ladon. The dragon’s smug confidence was now nowhere to be seen. Cao Cao danced around Grendel C, tripped the beast with theatrical flair, and then launched into an all-out assault on Ladon, jabbing him over and over with rapid, precise thrusts of the Holy Spear. Ladon blocked the strike with his barrier, though a few times it did flicker like it might fail…


      “Hmph. Impressive.” The dragon smirked. “You’re fast on your feet, but your attacks can’t reach me.”


      Cao Cao didn’t even flinch. After mixing in a few more attacks, he suddenly leaped backward… His lips curled in a knowing smile, like he had just felt something click.


      But I couldn’t stay focused on him for long, as the fight in the sky above raged on.


      “We won’t let them interfere!”


      The mass-produced Evil Dragons in the air were being dealt with by the Brave Saints. It was reassuring to know they were holding the line for us!


      We were close to finishing off Grendel B. Even after taking that combined lightning strike, the dragon was still standing. I gripped the Gram, having already pulled the sword from the creature’s body, and poured everything I had into its aura, honing it for the killing blow. One slipup here could cost me my life. If I kept using power like this, it would only be a matter of time before my recklessness killed me… I wouldn’t mind dying for my friends, but not today. Not now.


      With the Gram at the ready, I dashed forward, flanked by Rossweisse and Akeno, who were launching barrages of magic and raw power straight at Grendel B.


      Akeno’s Holy Lightning froze the dragon in place, while Rossweisse encased its feet in solid ice. That was my cue—I hurled the Gram straight at its chest, releasing the sheath of Holy Demon Swords I had constructed around the blade just before it made contact and letting the naked, cursed sword pierce deep into the dragon.


      Next, I switched my Sacred Gear to its Blade Blacksmith mode and summoned a legion of dragon knights, which proceeded to swarm Grendel B. Once I confirmed the dragon was completely buried beneath the knights, I snapped my fingers.


      “Detonate from the inside.”


      The Gram, buried in Grendel B, exploded with a torrent of destructive aura. Thanks to the surrounding knights, however, the energy didn’t leak out—every last drop of that dragon-slaying power incinerated the creature from the inside.


      A dull crack rang out, blue blood spraying through the gaps between the knights. This was one of the antidragon techniques I had devised, though it was so gruesome I hadn’t yet given it a name. Nonetheless, it worked—Grendel B burst apart.


      “…It’s hard to believe that’s one of your attacks, Kiba,” Rossweisse said, half awed, half something else.


      I wouldn’t hesitate to strike down Evil Dragons or members of Qlippoth. If I did hesitate, my friends might die. That was how serious this war was. I had promised Issei we would defend each other, that we would all survive.


      To keep that promise, I would use any means necessary to destroy the enemy. That was my resolve.


      But I was sure of one thing now—these Grendel clones weren’t on the same level as the original. They weren’t as tough, fast, or savage—though I would admit they were vastly superior to the other mass-produced Evil Dragons.


      Meanwhile, the fight against Grendel A was likewise approaching its end.


      “Aaauuuggghhh!” Gasper roared, sinking his fangs into Grendel A’s shoulder and injecting it with shadowy beasts.


      Obviously, pumping monsters into something from its shoulder was a wildly reckless move—yet it shredded the dragon’s upper body from the inside out. Gasper, soaked in blue blood, kept pounding away without a care, knocking the creature down as it belched fire in vain.


      “Finish it!”


      President Rias’s raw destruction and Koneko’s blazing kasha wheels descended at once! Grendel A stood no chance, disintegrating into dust.


      Grendel C, still fighting Cao Cao, had finally dropped to one knee from the accumulated damage by the Holy Spear.


      “I’ll leave that one to you,” Cao Cao said.


      Akeno and Rossweisse exchanged nods. Akeno summoned three dragons of Holy Lightning and sent them barreling toward Grendel C, while Rossweisse bound the target with a ropelike aura crafted from Euclid Lucifugus’s demonic energy. With the enemy locked in place, the three lightning dragons hit it dead-on.


      In a flash of blinding light and thunder, Grendel C vanished.


      Just like that, all three Grendel clones were down! Even without our full party, we had managed to take on three legendary Evil Dragons—albeit with a little help from Cao Cao. It was a major victory. We were stronger now, no doubt about it.


      The fight between Cao Cao and Ladon had reached a stalemate. Neither could get the upper hand. But then—


      “You’ve let down your guard. Time to jump.”


      Suddenly, Ladon’s massive body lifted off the ground, hurtling upward! He looked genuinely caught off guard. That was when we noticed—there was a jewel beneath him. Cao Cao must have planted it in the ground earlier, and the moment Ladon stepped on it, it had been activated.


      “Ugh?! That jewel can levitate others, too?!”


      Right. That orb granted the power of flight—and it turned out it could be used on enemies as well.


      “Told you.” Cao Cao grinned. “Picking your moment is a hero’s job. And deception is one of my strong suits.”


      Yet even airborne, Ladon didn’t look worried.


      “So what if I’m floating? My barrier’s still intact!”


      Nope. This was the end.


      Because down below, President Rias and the others were charging their abilities in their hands.


      “Full barrage! Use everything you’ve got!”


      On her command, everyone launched a coordinated bombardment. For my part, I unleashed a wave of energy from my Holy Demon Sword.


      Ladon, however, blocked everything with his barrier. It flickered at times, but it held.


      “Ha-ha-ha!” he chortled. “An impressive storm of attacks! But no matter how many times you hit me, I’ll just rebuild my wards again and again!”


      Cao Cao let out a low chuckle. Then, without warning, he fired a beam of light from his Holy Spear and hurled it straight into the ground, carving a massive hole beneath his feet.


      “That’s enough. You’re finished.”


      In the blink of an eye, Ladon vanished from the air, as if he had been teleported. Had he escaped?! We scanned the area, everyone’s gaze ultimately falling on one spot—the hole Cao Cao had just carved into the ground.


      As we peered down, Ladon’s voice echoed up from inside.


      He had been teleported into the hole, and one of the floating jewels was there with him.


      “Wh-what?! Teleportation?! Wait—your jewels can move other people, too?! But how did you bypass my barrier?!”


      Cao Cao called the jewel to him and explained. “I slipped in this jewel when the Gremory Familia launched their aerial assault. Faced with all that firepower, you would no doubt have to reforge your barriers. When I struck you repeatedly, I already confirmed that even a tiny lapse would be enough. So long as I had just a tenth of a second, getting a teleport jewel inside your barrier would be easy. Even a legendary Evil Dragon can be moved short distances.”


      So he had hidden the teleportation jewel during that massive combined attack. Then, the moment Ladon’s barrier faltered for a split second, he slipped it inside and warped him right into that hole…!


      If he had opened the hole first, it would have been suspicious. Instead, he threw Ladon into the air first, then set the trap.


      Cao Cao turned to President Rias. “Now’s your chance, Rias Gremory. He’s cornered. Pour all your destructive powers into that hole. Even if my spear didn’t finish him, your abilities will.”


      President Rias looked taken aback, but she nonetheless began focusing her powers, gathering enough energy to obliterate Ladon completely.


      “You dug this hole just to immobilize me…?!” Ladon screamed.


      Indeed, it was exactly the size of his body.


      “I’m just a weak human,” Cao Cao said to the dragon stuck below. “I have to set the stage if I want to beat a legendary foe like you… Now let’s see how long your precious barriers last against Rias Gremory’s destructive abilities while you’re stuck down there.”


      “…Damn you! H-how could this happen…?!”


      …That man was terrifying. Every spear strike, his every action with those seven jewels, had all been for this. He’d read the Evil Dragon like a book and set the perfect trap. The fact that we had once defeated him…had that been a miracle? A lucky fluke?


      Above Ladon, a massive sphere of swirling red-and-black annihilation began to form. There was no way his barriers would survive a direct hit from that.


      “This is the end, Ladon! Begone!” Rias shouted.


      With that, the sphere of destruction dropped into the pit.


      “Damn you, you with the Holy Spear! Gremory Familia! Curse yooouuu!”


      The last cry of the Evil Dragon who had prided himself on wards and barriers sounded out, then vanished, extinguished without a trace as the sphere swallowed him whole.


      “Koneko! The sealing technique!”


      “Got it!” Koneko responded by drawing a large magic square with multiple kasha rings, then pulled a jewel from her robe—the one Issei had given her from his Boosted Gear Scale Mail beforehand. That was where Ladon’s soul would be sealed from now on.


      With the House of Bael’s signature annihilation magic and the follow-up seal, the Evil Dragon would be completely contained.


      Another legendary foe brought down. Cao Cao, his spear still glowing, let out a long breath and stared up at the sky. “Still…not quite. Not like Vali or Issei Hyoudou. Those two really lit a fire in me. What I crave is overwhelming, merciless power…and the kind of unpredictability that can beat any strategy.”


      In his eyes, only the Two Heavenly Dragons now remained.

    
  


  
    
      Joker


      We stepped through the gate and into the Third Heaven, but since we were sprinting down the central street, we didn’t get much of a feel for what paradise was really like. All we saw was a long, straight white road stretching ahead to the next gate. Apparently, you could reach the more heavenly parts if you took one of the many side streets we passed, but we didn’t have time for sightseeing! We had to keep moving!


      Just as the next gate came into view, someone stepped up to block our way.


      “Oh-ho-ho! Hellooo! I’ve come to fan the flames of your burning desires, my friends!”


      A witch in a gothic Lolita outfit!


      “Valburga!”


      Yep, Valburga of the Purple Flame! Of all places to run into her, we had to meet again in Heaven?!


      As we braced ourselves, another figure appeared beside her.


      “Lucky you!” she added. “I’m here with Crom today!”


      Standing next to Valburga was a man in a black coat.


      “…”


      He said nothing. But we all knew who he was. We had faced off once before, back in the vampire homeland.


      The Evil Dragon Crom Cruach!


      He was a legendary dragon who now fought in human form! He had even taken me and Vali on at the same time!


      “Oh-ho-ho!” Valburga laughed. “You lucky people get to face the two of us today!”


      …This was the worst possible time for a fight like this! But obviously, they weren’t about to let us pass without a fight!


      “…Guess we’ve got no choice.”


      Xenovia and Irina got into position! I’d steeled myself to do the same, when—


      “Whoa now, this looks like quite the situation!”


      That lazy, teasing voice belonged to the Joker, Dulio, flying in with his angel wings spread wide! Huh! I hadn’t expected to run into him here!


      Dulio glided over to us, landing with a grin.


      “Oooh!” Valburga exclaimed, her smile widening. “Don’t tell me that’s Heaven’s Joker? Wow, talk about a surprise encounter! By the way, what happened to the rest of those mass-produced Evil Dragons that were supposed to be here?” she asked lightly.


      She had a point. We’d barely run into a handful of those creatures since reaching the Third Heaven, while back in the Second Heaven there had been hordes of them.


      Dulio scratched the back of his head. “Oh, those? I’m still mopping them up. I might leave some pieces behind if you’re lucky.”


      He pointed off into the distance. A storm cloud was forming, with bolt after bolt of lightning slamming down. Asia, however, was looking the other way. I followed her gaze—and spotted a huge tornado off in that direction, swirling up black shadows by the dozen. Thunderstorms and cyclones—he was blanketing the whole area with massive area-of-effect attacks.


      …He was in the middle of wiping out the entire army by himself?! In that case, the dragons we had fought earlier were just the ones who had managed to escape. Most of the others had already been taken out by Dulio and his Sacred Gear…


      Once again, I was reminded just how ridiculously overpowered this guy was! Right now, Heaven was in danger—and so its trump card, its Joker, was firing on all cylinders!


      Valburga narrowed her eyes. She still looked amused—but there was now a clear edge of caution in them.


      “…Well, well, he’s even more impressive than I thought.”


      Dulio descended to stand beside me. Talk about a relief! Having someone this insanely powerful on our side—and not the enemy’s—was the best feeling ever. And he was our leader, too!


      “…This is Heaven, you know,” Dulio called out, addressing Valburga. “Try to keep it down. The souls here deserve some peace. They’ve finished their time on Earth, and they’ve earned their rest.”


      His tone was light, but his eyes were dead serious.


      I remembered something he once told me.


      “Hey, Issei. I think religion’s really important, you know?”


      He said it like it was obvious.


      “It would be nice if everyone was as strong as you and me. But most people aren’t. Most people are weak. And for them, having something absolute to believe in—it really matters. Just knowing someone’s watching over you can make all the difference, don’t you think?”


      He looked up at the sky forlornly.


      “But, you know…God’s not there anymore.”


      Dulio knew the truth, just as I did. He spread his arms with a sigh.


      “I figured, maybe if someone like me—an angel—can take His place and protect people instead, that would be good enough.”


      At the time, Sister Griselda’s words echoed in my head.


      “Dulio is a war orphan. He lost both his parents to a civil war in a far-off country, and he was raised in a Church-affiliated orphanage. That was where he first awakened his power—one of the highest-tier Longinuses, no less. From that moment, his life changed completely.”


      Once his power awakened, he left the facility and started training at the Church’s warrior academy. His raw talent and strength were so overwhelming that he had no choice but to grow up fast and become a warrior.


      “There are other children at that facility, too—each of them born with unusual powers but no resistance to them,” Sister Griselda continued. “Dulio sees them as his little brothers and sisters. He loves them dearly.”


      Most of those kids never made it to adulthood. Their bodies couldn’t handle the power, and they were killed by the very gifts they were born with. Dulio had watched it happen again and again.


      “There’s amazing food all over the world, right?” he once said to me, a bittersweet smile in his eyes. “A lot of kids never get to taste any of it.”


      So Dulio traveled the globe, tasted new dishes, learned to cook. Then he would go back to the orphanage and recreate those meals, over and over, until he got them right—so he could serve them to kids who didn’t have the chance to go out and experience the world for themselves.


      “There are a lot of people suffering in this world. But those kids—getting to eat good food is the one thing that finally puts them on even ground with everyone else. At least, that’s how I see it.”


      He’d said it with a smile, but there was unmistakable sorrow behind it.


      “The biggest reason he became Lord Michael’s Joker,” Griselda had told me, tears sliding down her cheeks, “was so he could see the souls of those children who had made it to Heaven. As the Joker—Heaven’s ultimate card—he can reach places no one else can. Issei Hyoudou…Dulio is the most powerful soldier the Church has. But he’s also the kindest… That boy is just too sweet.”


      Now Dulio spread his wings and stood tall before Valburga and Crom Cruach.


      “Sorry, but I can’t let you go any farther. This is the only place where my brothers and sisters can run free, without pain or fear. I’m not about to let you wreck that.”


      He said it with a smile, but the sheer pressure of his unshakable will was overwhelming.


      “Heaven is only safe as long as we angels keep it that way.”


      The next instant, Valburga’s eyes gleamed menacingly! Her signature purple flame crosses erupted all around Dulio, forming a deadly ring! But he didn’t panic—he swept a hand sideways, and with that, the flames froze solid, turned to icy spires in a heartbeat.


      “All right, Ace Irina,” he called. “Go on ahead and open that door, quick as you can.”


      “Joker! We should—”


      Irina and Xenovia readied their weapons, but Dulio shook his head.


      “Whoever’s waiting beyond that gate, we won’t have the luxury of holding back against them. Let me handle this… Not totally sure I can, but I’ll do my best.”


      Right. We had to keep moving. If we wore ourselves out here, we might not be able to save Irina’s dad. Especially with what was up ahead—one foe was in possession of Yamata no Orochi, and Rizevim himself still hadn’t shown his face.


      But of course, our enemies weren’t about to let us go.


      “I’d love another round with the Red Dragon Emperor!”


      Crom Cruach closed the distance fast, coming at me with a flurry of martial arts moves! I dodged his fists and kicks, locked eyes with him, then began to chant an incantation.


      “Awakening, I, the Red Dragon Emperor, speak this truth unto the heavens! I embrace infinite hope and immortal dreams, to become the Crimson Dragon Dynast—”


      “I shall lead you down the crimson way of the primordial!”


      The crimson glow wrapped around me, dyeing my armor a deep, blazing red! My power surged, and yet—


      “Don’t overdo it, Partner. You still haven’t fully recovered the energy you burned firing your Longinus Smasher. Pushing yourself too far with that Wyvern boost will backfire. You’ll break down from the overload.”


      …I know that, Ddraig! Have you finished your probe? I asked.


      Ever since he’d reconciled with the souls of the past White Dragon Emperors trapped inside Albion, the Two Heavenly Dragons had been probing each other’s powers, trying to grow stronger together. Thanks to that, Ddraig had even managed to reach into the power sealed away by the biblical God. Every now and then, he dived deep into the Sacred Gear, working alongside Albion’s consciousness to confront the seals holding them back. Apparently, they were on the verge of a major breakthrough.


      “…Almost there. The timing isn’t ideal, but I’ll delve a bit deeper—I should be able to make it in time.”


      Yeah, I’m counting on you, Partner. Your old powers might just work against Rizevim!


      While talking to Ddraig, I continued throwing punches at Crom Cruach! Whenever I landed a hit, he answered with one of his own! And every single one of them was nearly enough to knock me out cold! If I took a few more of those, my armor was going to shatter! In fact, cracks were already spreading across the crimson plates. I made sure to switch to my Rook trait at the moment of impact just to stay in one piece, but my opponent remained utterly unfazed! As always, that Evil Dragon was a beast in close combat—and he was loving every second of it, grinning like an absolute maniac!


      Xenovia and Irina leaped in with their holy swords to back me up, but Crom Cruach just punched right through the waves of holy energy they let off like they were nothing! Even our sword-fighting duo was left stunned!


      Nonetheless, their attack did create a momentary opening! I tried to fire off a Dragon Shot—but right then, a flaming cross exploded between me and my target, getting in the way!


      Surprisingly, the one who got the angriest of all about this intrusion was Crom Cruach.


      “Are you interfering, witch?” he growled at his supposed ally.


      Valburga giggled like it was all a game to her. “Oh? I thought I was helping you, but I suppose not?”


      At that, the amusement drained from Crom Cruach’s face. “This is why I hate group fights,” he spat, his hands dropping. “No coordination, just chaos. One-on-one is where the real joy is.”


      “Aw, don’t be like that,” Valburga called back while dueling Dulio. “Maybe that’s why you lost your old master, Balor, and ended up such a grumpy mess?”


      Crom Cruach completely dropped his stance and turned his back to the battlefield. “…Handle it yourself. I’ll move once you’re taken care of,” he muttered.


      Even Valburga seemed stunned. She probably hadn’t expected a little jab to drain his motivation like that.


      “No way! Don’t get all moody now—we’ve got to work together!”


      “I refuse to fight alongside a witch who thinks she can make light of dragons. If I had the green light to erase you, I would destroy you myself and then deal with the Red Dragon Emperor and the Joker.”


      Valburga let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “Grendel, Azhi, Apophis, and now you—you dragons are incomprehensible.”


      “…”


      Crom Cruach didn’t respond. He seemed to have lost all interest in fighting.


      That left Valburga standing alone. I raised my hand toward her, and the sword duo aimed their blades at her, too. With me and Dulio in the mix, that made four attackers. With Asia behind us for healing, this wouldn’t be a drawn-out fight.


      Flames surged up around Valburga like protective pillars, but Dulio just froze them into spikes of ice.


      “…I wish I could go Balance Breaker here…,” she said with a forced smile. “But I’m worn out. Maybe I’ll just call it a day for now.”


      She was already losing interest in us. During the defense of Auros Academy, she had fought Saji when he unlocked his Balance Breaker chasing after Euclid. From what I heard, they had been pretty evenly matched—up until Saji’s power as a Dragon King kicked in. Even a god-killing Longinus couldn’t handle that without going Balance Breaker. At the time, she had seen the writing on the wall and decided to cut her losses and run.


      Now that I thought about it, she hadn’t seriously fought against Gasper in his darkness state, either, which could have made for a good match. Instead, she just stirred up chaos from a distance.


      I remembered something Chairwoman Sona had once told me: “She’s the type who only fights when she has the upper hand. If things are even or not in her favor, she doesn’t stick around.”


      A magic square lit up beneath her feet—teleportation. It looked like the chairwoman was right.


      Just as she started to vanish, Dulio smiled and snapped his fingers. A thundercloud swirled overhead, a lightning strike incoming!


      “Here, a little souvenir for the road.”


      He fired the lightning, and at the same time, icicles shot up from Valburga’s feet!


      Gritting her teeth, she conjured a massive ball of violet flame in her hands.


      “Don’t underestimate meee!”


      She scorched the icicles with her flames, and as the lightning bolt came crashing down, she tossed her parasol into the air. The lightning struck that instead, letting her dodge a direct hit. Still, one of the ice shards tore through her outfit, revealing a patch of pale skin. Even I couldn’t help reacting—but a flash of light enveloped her before I could blink again. She had made the jump. As she faded away, she stuck out her tongue and flipped us off.


      …Thanks to Dulio being there, I’d never had a chance to take revenge using my Boob-Lingual technique.


      With the witch gone, I glanced over at Crom Cruach—now back in fighting form, once again raring for a fight.


      …It looked like we were doing this again!


      Dulio let out an awkward chuckle at the sight of the reenergized dragon. “Welp… Compared to this guy, that cross user was practically a pushover. This will be rough. No way he’s letting us go, huh?”


      Naturally, Crom Cruach shook his head. “The Red Dragon Emperor and Heaven’s Joker—now that’s a match worth fighting. I live to challenge the strong. There’s no walking away from this.”


      “Ah, so you’re a battle junkie. Just like Vali. What a pain…”


      Dulio breathed a sigh, then came out with an offer: “Crom, or whatever your name was. How about you fight me? I’ve taken down a fair number of dragons in my time.”


      …He was planning to fight Crom Cruach alone?!


      Crom Cruach broke into a defiant grin. “Well said. I can’t sense any openings in your stance. You’re clearly just buying time so the Red Dragon Emperor can move on. But very well. Let’s see what this dragon-slaying Joker can do.”


      The two of them stared each other down.


      Without taking his eyes from his opponent, Dulio called out to us, “All right, that’s settled. You guys go. As for me…I guess I’ll go Balance Breaker. Not supposed to use it in Heaven, but hey—desperate times.”


      …Dulio was going all in!


      The Church Trio and I exchanged a glance and silently nodded. We were moving. If it had been one-on-two, maybe we would have stayed. But now that it was one-on-one…


      Of course, Crom Cruach wasn’t just any dragon. He was a legendary Evil Dragon—stronger than Valburga, that was for sure.


      Dulio turned next to Asia. “Oh, right, one more thing.”


      “Y-yes?”


      “Want to visit the place you grew up sometime?” he asked with an innocent smile. “I’ll take you and Issei and the others to visit. Everyone there has been worried about you.”


      …Dulio had looked into Asia’s past?


      Asia covered her mouth, clearly moved.


      “My rule,” Dulio continued, raising a finger. “Kids raised in Church facilities are all my siblings. That means you and Xenovia are like my little sisters. And a big brother has to stand strong when it counts.”


      With that, Dulio spread all ten of his wings and stood to face Crom Cruach.


      “Go on ahead, Issei. Leave Crom Cruach to me. I’m Heaven’s Joker and the leader of Team DxD, after all. I have to show off a little, right?”


      …Geez. Why did my teammates have to play hero all the time?!


      “Dulio—don’t die,” I called back. “You’re a good guy.”


      Dulio, our leader, just waved behind him in response.


      Yep. My teammates were all crazy—and super cool.


      Heavy fighting broke out behind us as we took off running toward the next battlefield!

    
  


  
    
      Life.4


      Burn, Holy Sword!


      We passed through the gate of the Third Heaven and stepped straight into the Fourth—the Garden of Eden.


      As far as the eye could see, vibrant plants and trees were in full bloom. The distant hills and forests were utterly breathtaking.


      As we were on our way to the Fifth Heaven, two figures appeared in our path.


      One of them was wielding a sword radiating a malevolent aura—Yaegaki. The other was slumped beside him—Irina’s father. Had Yaegaki dragged him here from the Fifth Heaven?!


      “D-Daddy?!”


      Yaegaki ignored Irina’s stunned reaction, staring out over this layer of Heaven called Eden.


      “…I’ve been thinking. This so-called paradise is the perfect place to complete my revenge.” He paused for a moment to yank Irina’s dad by the hair, roughly and deliberately. “What do you think, Shidou? You’re a devout believer—would you die a martyr’s death in Eden? Seems more than fitting for the man who passed judgment on me and her, don’t you think?”


      “…Yaegaki…would you end this…with me?”


      Irina’s dad was clearly still fighting off the poison, yet he forced out the words.


      Irina’s expression twisted in shock. “Daddy?! Why would you say something like that?!”


      “Irina…if giving my life can save his soul, then that’s a small price to pay…”


      Irina’s father… Was he really trying to end Yaegaki’s pursuit of revenge—this act of terrorism—by sacrificing himself?! I couldn’t just stand by and let that happen!


      “…I’ve always regretted it, Yaegaki,” he said, tears rolling down his cheeks. “And I believe the others—the ones you say you judged—they must have regretted it, too…”


      This, however, only enraged Yaegaki further. “So what?! How does that change anything?! You think I can forgive you because you have regrets?! Never!”


      He swung his sword wildly, the shock waves tearing up the ground around him.


      “I loved her!” he screamed into the sky. “And she loved me back! We loved each other—our backgrounds didn’t matter! We were in love!”


      Responding to his rage, the once-holy sword now twisted by darkness spewed out eight massive dragon heads! They looked to have grown bigger from when we had seen them last! Was it responding to his emotions…?


      “…It may have turned into something like a Sacred Gear,” Ddraig pointed out.


      …So after the Evil Dragon merged with the holy sword, it had evolved into something resembling a Sacred Gear?


      “There was a time when relics gifted by the gods were known as Sacred Gears…”


      Even so, we had to stop this thing now. There had been more than enough of this hatred!


      Yaegaki leveled his sword at Irina’s dad.


      “…Uaaaggghhh!”


      With that scream, he brought down the corrupted sword! The eight dragon heads erupted in miasma and black poison, lunging straight at Irina’s father!


      By now, Yaegaki wasn’t even human—his heart and body had been consumed by the sword, taken over by its pitch-black aura and transformed into some kind of monster.


      “I won’t let yooouuu!”


      I spread my dragon wings and launched forward at top speed! Just as Yamata no Orochi’s jaws were about to crush Irina’s father, two sacred lights shot in from behind, crossing paths and slicing one of the dragon heads clean off! Xenovia and Irina’s attack!


      With their backup, I swooped in and pulled Irina’s dad out just in time! Holding him tight, I flew back and landed a safe distance from Yaegaki.


      “Watch from here,” I said to him. “I’m ending this, once and for all!”


      I turned to leap back into the fight, but—


      “Issei!” Irina’s father called out, his voice pleading. “…Please…stop him…!”


      “…I will.”


      With that, I dashed forward. The broken dragon head regenerated, and all eight heads writhed toward me, opening their mouths and unleashing a torrent of flame!


      I deployed my cannons and fired back!


      “Crimson Blasteeerrr!”


      “Fang Blast Booster!”


      A massive wave of crimson energy tore through Yamata no Orochi’s flames, blowing them clean away.


      …As I kept fighting, a thought stirred inside me.


      …What if those demon and human lovers back then—what if they had been me and Rias?


      …What if we had been the ones to have met under forbidden circumstances, bound by fate?


      …Yeah. I think I—we—would have run and fought, just like Yaegaki did.


      …Here I was, charging forward, tears pouring inside my helmet.


      …I had fallen in love with Rias Gremory, a demon.


      …I had sworn I would live my life with her, no matter what.


      “You’re not…the bad guy here!” I shouted through my tears as I slashed across the dragon’s neck. “But still! Still! Doing all this—what’s the point anymore?! No one wins… It’s just too damn sad!”


      Xenovia, matching the Evil Dragon’s strikes with her Ex-Durendal, was crying, too. “Durendal…! Let’s end this…!”


      Irina stepped beside her, silent tears glistening in her resolute eyes. “Hauteclere…if you accept me as your wielder, then please—lend me your strength! The strength to save my dad, to help everyone—and to free this man from the Evil Dragon’s grip!”


      The two holy swords resonated with each other—the auras building and building in sacred power until they shot skyward in twin beams of holy light.


      “…O Lord, please hear us…!”


      Asia, standing beside the Dragon King she had summoned, offered a prayer to the heavens.


      As for me, I threw my fist forward in sync with the others!


      “Ascalon! Time for you to shine!”


      With a flash, the dragon-slaying holy sword appeared on my left arm!


      Even as Yaegaki was being swallowed up by the evil aura of Yamata no Orochi, he wept at the sight of Xenovia and Irina—demon and angel—standing together.


      “…Cleria, do you think I could have become an angel…?”


      When our combined holy power hit him—mine, Xenovia’s, Irina’s—he didn’t resist. He let it wash over him.


      In that moment, I saw it—a vision of a woman gently holding him in her arms…


      Yaegaki collapsed to the ground.


      The sword that had been under the Evil Dragon’s control lay there, as if its power had vanished.


      “…Yamata no Orochi’s presence is gone,” Ddraig said. “Maybe its resurrection was never all that stable to begin with. Either way, the sword no longer holds the Evil Dragon’s power. Most likely thanks to that angel’s sword…”


      Irina’s Hauteclere. A holy sword that purified all it touched. The moment the Ame-no-Murakumo touched its aura, all the evil inside it vanished. So this was Irina’s new power. I was sure the synergy with Xenovia’s Ex-Durendal and my Ascalon had played a role, but the purification—that had come from the Hauteclere itself.


      I looked down at the fallen Yaegaki. “…I’m in love with a demon, too, you know?”


      “…Someday, maybe, someone will try to tear the two of you apart,” he murmured. “Even then…will you still—?”


      I didn’t hesitate.


      “I’ll protect her. Even if the entire world turns against us. Even if some huge force comes crashing down on us. I’ll protect her.”


      Right. I had made up my mind to live with her. No matter how big the enemy, no matter what stood in our way, I would keep fighting to break through it.


      At this, Yaegaki turned to Irina. “…Then, as a demon…could you protect that angel as well?”


      That didn’t need any thought, either. “Of course I can. It doesn’t matter that she’s an angel. I made her a promise just now. I told her—if you don’t want to be apart, then stay by my side.”


      There was no reason we had to be separated. Just stay. Live happily. Shouldn’t that be enough?


      After all, we had been given that chance.


      Yaegaki began to shed quiet tears. “…I see. So that’s how it is… I was the same as you… I just wanted to protect someone, that was all…”


      I reached out to him. At last, I was relieved.


      Me and the others, we really could understand this man. Yeah. Even if we lived in different times, our situations weren’t so different.


      He and I, we had both fallen for women from another world.


      “…Then I know we can understand each other. You and me—us and you…”


      Yaegaki started to lift his hand to take mine. “…In that case, then maybe—”


      Thud.


      A dull, heavy sound hit my ears. Just as our hands were about to meet, something shot in from the side and punched straight through Yaegaki’s chest.


      There was a hole clean through him. He coughed up a torrent of blood, then collapsed.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Yeah, see, that’s no good!”


      A familiar, disgusting laugh rang out around us. There was no way I could possibly forget it.


      I looked over my shoulder, and there he was—a silver-haired middle-aged man wearing an ugly, delighted grin.


      “Rizevim!” I shouted.


      “Yoo-hoo!” the bastard said, raising his hand like it was no big deal. “I came to check in, and what do I find? This beautiful little revenge tragedy turning into a touching heart-to-heart! I had to jump in and spice it up!”


      Xenovia caught the mortally wounded Yaegaki in her arms, while Irina helped her father so he could be by his side.


      “…Yaegaki!” he called.


      Yaegaki gave Irina’s dad a faint smile. “…It’s fine. This is fine…”


      Asia ran over, trying to heal him, but the wound wouldn’t close. Was it because he had been resurrected with the Holy Grail? Or…did he not want to be healed?


      “…This is just too tragic…!” Asia wept.


      Yaegaki gave her a soft smile. “…You’re crying for me…? You children…are too kind…”


      Little by little, his body began to fall apart, cracks soon spreading to his face.


      “…I wish I’d met you all…in this new era…”


      With those final words, his body turned to dust.


      …


      We were too shocked to respond… After all, we could have reached him. No—we had gotten through to him. In the end, we really had…!


      I slammed my fist into the ground.


      Rizevim, however, let out a bored sigh. “Well, he served his purpose—delivered the truth about Heaven and the Baels and played host to the Ame-no-Murakumo sword. Now he’s off the stage. Curtain call.”


      …Everything about him rubbed me the wrong way. His voice. His appearance. His whole existence.


      “…Why did you kill him?” I demanded in a voice so low it scared even me.


      The bastard just grinned wider. “Oh? You mad? Aw, the Red Dragon Emperor has feelings for villains now? How sweet! I mean, the guy was already dead to begin with. It’s not like I’m the first to kill him, you know? Ha-ha-ha!”


      “…Quit joking around. Why do you always do this…? First Valerie, then those kids who just wanted a shot at school in the underworld, and now this man…”


      All they wanted was to be happy. That was it. So why? Why did guys like this keep trying to destroy all that?


      “Hmm? Because it’s fun,” Rizevim answered like it was obvious.


      …Ah. Now I understood.


      …I finally got it. I could see how he really felt, deep inside.


      “Vali…I understand you now. I get how you feel. This…this is what you meant.”


      I stepped forward, burning with rage, my aura flaring.


      “Rizevim…you don’t deserve to live…!”


      My crimson aura exploded outward—I was ready. I was going to crush him!


      I would never forgive this bastard! I was taking him down!


      “Whoa! Your eyes look just like lil’ Vali’s…!”


      The psycho was genuinely thrilled by that!


      “Ha-ha-ha! Well then, how about you give Uncle Riz a proper fight?” Cracking his knuckles, he accepted the challenge.


      “Bring it on!”


      I launched toward him, closing the gap in a flash, fist cocked back to smash that smug face of his, and yet—


      Just before I could hit him, he brushed my armor with a single finger. In that instant, all my strength vanished. My armor dissipated instantly—leaving me completely exposed!


      “It’s no use. That fancy power from your little Sacred Gear isn’t doing squat to me. Have you forgotten that already?”


      Sacred Gear Canceler!


      Just a touch, and my armor was gone?!


      “Hmm. How about a Lucifer Punch?” he joked as he swung at me—and buried his fist deep in my gut.


      “…Gah!”


      …I was in so much pain that blood spilled from my mouth. Dammit… It had been a while since I had taken a direct hit without any armor…! My whole body was in agony! And just to make things worse, he added a kick that sent me flying! I bounced off the ground a few times, but I recovered in midair and reactivated my crimson armor!


      Even with all that damage, I charged back in and fired off a blast of demonic energy—but the bastard just dispelled it with a single touch! Were all techniques tied to my Sacred Gear useless here?!


      The next moment, he disappeared, only to reappear right in front of me.


      “Hey, I am Lucifer’s son, you know? Even without the anti–Sacred Gear effect, I’m still crazy strong. Here, try a Lucifer Kick!”


      The moment his kick hit me, my armor broke apart again, and I took a full-force blow to the back!


      I couldn’t breathe. Damn, it had been forever since I’d last felt pain like this—like the old days, fighting without my Sacred Gear. Heh… Not that much had changed, honestly. I was always going up against enemies far stronger than I was! Asia’s healing light wrapped around me and mended my wounds, but still… What was I supposed to do now?


      “Hah!”


      “Take this!”


      Xenovia and Irina charged in with their holy swords—but they had already used up a ton of power blasting Yamata no Orochi, and they hadn’t fully recovered yet!


      Rizevim stopped both of their blades—pinching them between his bare fingertips!


      “Oooh, a demon girl and a little angel teaming up? Nice, nice! But sorry, Uncle Riz doesn’t go down that easy!”


      A pulse of demonic energy erupted from his palms, blasting the both of them far into the air!


      “Xenovia! Irina!”


      Asia hurried to send a healing aura toward them.


      I rushed back in, getting right up in his face for a point-blank strike—but he just brushed me with his hands, destroying my armor once more! Then he blasted me with a burst of his own power.


      The pain tearing through my body was beyond words. Blood was gushing from practically every inch of me. At this rate, I was going to bleed out!


      “…Dammit… Just…one hit…!”


      I forced my armor back on and stumbled to my feet.


      “Uh-uh.” Rizevim wagged a finger at me. “Not gonna happen in that armor. Gonna fight me bare-handed instead? Yeah, that won’t work, either. Because…” He leaned in close, sneering. “Without that armor, you’re just a total scrub, right?”


      …Yeah. I knew that. But still…I had to land at least one punch on him, no matter what…! If I could just unlock that power…! Dammit, Ddraig, hurry up already!


      ““Issei!””


      Xenovia and Irina, both battered and bruised, grabbed their swords and charged Rizevim once more!


      “Durendal and Hauteclere? Man, it’s been forever since someone swung both of these at once! Oh, and you’re throwing some Excaliburs in, too? Nice!”


      Rizevim dodged the flurry of strikes with nothing more than raw footwork. That Demon King bloodline was clearly good for something—he was outclassing us on technique alone!


      “If we can just land one hit…!”


      Xenovia gritted her teeth, blood trailing from her mouth as she unleashed a flurry of holy sword strikes at blinding speed, mixing in bursts of destruction. She tried a few feints as well—but even those he read like a book! He even grabbed her blade midswing, yanked her in, and planted a brutal kick right in her gut!


      “Gah—!”


      The force sent her flying across the battlefield!


      “Xenovia! How dare you?!”


      Irina powered up the Hauteclere’s holy aura and charged her target—but Rizevim stopped her blade with a casual barehanded catch.


      “Not bad, honestly. Real clean form. Too bad you burned through your strength fighting Yamata no Orochi. Not that it would’ve mattered anyway.”


      With that, he ripped the sword out of her hands and slammed a palm strike into her stomach.


      “Kuh…!”


      Just like Xenovia, Irina was blasted away.


      “…Unbelievable…”


      Irina’s dad—still poisoned—could only watch on, helpless.


      I tried to force myself to my feet and move toward them, but—


      “Yo. Guess who’s behind you?”


      He was already at my back. I caught a glow of demonic energy out of the corner of my eye, then the explosion hit me point-blank, and I crumbled to the ground.


      “…Gah!”


      My armor shattered. For a second, I lost consciousness… I was lying facedown on the ground… Dammit. This pain—I should have been feeling more of it, but it already felt so distant. I had lost so much blood that my limbs were starting to go numb…


      Lying flat on the ground, my vision fading, I could barely make out Rizevim approaching Asia.


      “So what’s the plan, sweetheart? Wanna play with Uncle Riz here?”


      He was walking toward her, laughing—when a golden Dragon King stepped between them.


      “Must protect Lil’ Asia.”


      “Oh-ho, if it isn’t the Dragon King. You gonna stand in my way? Well, that could be fun. Let’s see what you’ve got!”


      Rizevim unleashed a blast of demonic power straight at Fafnir. Nonetheless, the dragon didn’t so much as try to dodge—he stood firm, shielding Asia and taking the hit head-on.


      The barrage slammed into him with full force. Even a wall like Fafnir couldn’t shrug that off—chunks of his body were blown away, sending blood spraying. Asia didn’t waste a second before tending to his wounds.


      Rizevim seemed amused by the dragon’s loyalty, because he started rapid-firing more demonic blasts!


      Nonetheless, Fafnir didn’t move an inch. With Asia behind him, he took every last one of those hits without flinching.


      Smoke billowed from the Dragon King’s body, most of which had been torn to shreds. Rizevim’s magic might have been compact, but it was incredibly dense—every blast was a powerhouse. A single hit would be enough to inflict tremendous damage on most opponents. Even someone as powerful as Fafnir couldn’t simply shrug it off.


      Nonetheless, the dragon kept taking the hits. When Asia tried to rush out to draw the fire herself, he swept his tail in front of her to stop her. Fafnir understood full well that if she stepped away, Rizevim would go after her like a kid in a candy store. He was determined to shield her at all costs.


      “Fafnir, please! You have to run! If this keeps up…!” Asia pleaded, her voice cracking. Through her tears, she watched Fafnir falling to his knees as he shielded her against all attacks.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect Lil’ Asia,” he said in his usual tone.


      Rizevim burst into laughter. “Ha-ha-ha! Now that’s precious! A mighty Dragon King laying his life on the line for his cute little priestess! But hey—Uncle Riz doesn’t go soft just ’cause it’s touching! Nope! If anything, I’m gonna go even harder!”


      His barrage grew even more vicious. Fafnir’s entire body was being torn apart faster than Asia could heal it.


      “Please stop! Run! I’m begging you!” Asia cried.


      Yet Fafnir said only one thing: “Must protect Lil’ Asia.”


      “…Why? Why are you going this far for me…?”


      As another demonic blast hit him, Fafnir responded:


      “…You’re the first girl who ever smiled at me like that, Lil’ Asia. That’s why I’ll protect you. I’m willing to die for you if necessary.”


      …


      …Damn. Fafnir had been ready for that all along…?


      …From the very beginning, he had stood in front of Asia with that kind of resolve…?


      “…All I’ve got is this big, tough body, sturdier than your average dragon,” Fafnir went on, coughing up blood. “Somehow, I ended up a Dragon King. I don’t really get what pride is supposed to mean. But I can protect one girl… Maybe…maybe that’s what pride means for a Dragon King like me.”


      “…Fafnir…”


      Overwhelmed by the Dragon King’s conviction, Asia could only cover her mouth with both hands and let out a stifled sob.


      “…Please…don’t get back up again…”


      But Fafnir wasn’t about to grant that wish. Asia, unable to bear it any longer, brushed aside Fafnir’s tail and stepped between him and Rizevim—standing to protect Fafnir.


      “Ha-ha-ha!” Rizevim chortled. “Wow, you’re brave. You’re really gonna stand in front of me?”


      “…Please stop…! Why do you have to be so cruel…?”


      “Well, I am the son of a Demon King. I’d be a disappointment if I didn’t cause mayhem, right?”


      “…All we want—me, Issei, everyone—is to live in peace…!” Asia cried from the heart. “Hurting people like this just breeds hatred… All it brings is sorrow…”


      “Yeah, yeah. Boo-hoo, right? People get hurt, people get angry, people get sad… And? So what?”


      Crack—a sharp, dry sound cut through the air.


      Rizevim just slapped her.


      “Eeep!”


      Asia crumpled to the ground—a sight that set off something inside me.


      …That bastard… He hit Asia…!


      Even though I had no strength left, I forced my body to move!


      …My precious Asia had just gotten struck. There was no way I could stay down after that…! Dammit—he really was the worst kind of scum!


      I had to punch this scumbag at least once!


      “Asia!”


      “…You…you hit Asia, you bastard…!”


      “Asia… Dammit…!”


      Irina, me, Xenovia—none of us could turn a blind eye to this! Asia was dear to us! We wouldn’t let anyone hurt her!


      As we started to rise to our feet, Rizevim just kept on laughing. “Ha-ha-ha! Look at your faces now. Oops, did I hurt your favorite character? I wonder what happens if I push a little more, then?”


      He pointed at the collapsed Asia, about to fire off some kind of demonic attack!


      “Don’t you daaare!”


      Fueled by rage, I forced myself to my feet! I couldn’t just lie here after someone had hurt Asia—my family! It was unforgivable! Anyone who laid a hand on her, I would—


      “There’s no way in hell I’m letting this gooo!” I roared—but then a chill shot down my spine.


      …Something was glowing in my field of vision—pulsing with a dangerous intensity.


      Fafnir, bleeding all over, was glaring daggers at Rizevim.


      “…Don’t bully Lil’ Asia… Don’t you dare bully Lil’ Asia!”


      I could feel the pressure pouring out of him—it was enough to make every hair on my body stand on end.


      …What was happening to him…?


      “Ha-ha-ha! Yeah, you really are a Dragon King. Even in that wreck of a body, your eyes have that fire. C’mon, show me what you’ve really—”


      Before Rizevim could finish, Fafnir lunged forward like a bullet, jaws wide open! And I’d thought he was out of energy! He’d used everything he had defending Asia earlier—he shouldn’t have been able to so much as move. But this golden dragon was charging the son of Lucifer with pure, unrelenting fury!


      “You made Lil’ Asia cry…! You made her cry, damn you!”


      From the shadow at Rizevim’s feet, a small figure appeared—Lilith, Ophis’s other self!


      Lilith stepped in front of him, summoning a defensive barrier—but even that got crushed as Fafnir barreled through it, closing in! Forced to drop the shield, Lilith punched Fafnir in the face! A nasty sound rang out, but Fafnir didn’t even flinch. Instead, he smacked her aside with one of his front legs! Brutal! She wasn’t hurt, but she was tossed backward like a rag doll!


      Before she could recover, Fafnir unleashed a massive blast of fire from his mouth straight at Rizevim! By the time he had finished swatting it away, Fafnir had vanished!


      He was in the air!


      Even without wings, Fafnir had launched himself skyward. Now he opened his mouth wide, aiming straight down at Rizevim—and unleashed swords, spears, axes, and more, each weapon blazing with an overwhelming aura! Did he just spit out a pile of legendary weapons?!


      Rizevim batted them away with concentrated demonic energy—but the weapons twisted in the air and chased after him! Swords cloaked in fire or frost, spears crackling with lightning, axes radiating malevolent energy—they were all flying straight for him! And it wasn’t just the weapons—Fafnir was following close behind at a speed that defied his massive size! He charged through Rizevim’s magical barrage without slowing down, his eyes burning with fury!


      “Ha-ha-ha! Now you’re piling on the pressure!”


      Rizevim met the incoming Fafnir head-on with a colossal sphere of demonic power! If that thing scored a direct hit…! But at Fafnir’s speed, there was no time to dodge!


      Except the impact never happened. Like a mirage, Fafnir vanished just as the blast made contact.


      A feint! It was an illusion!


      “What?! A trick?! Is that from one of those legendary weapons you have?!” Rizevim exclaimed, caught off guard.


      The next moment, a massive shadow rocketed straight for him from behind!


      He activated a defensive magic square—but Fafnir’s gaping jaws shattered it like glass as they closed in on the son of the former Lucifer!


      Crunch!


      A sickening sound rang out.


      “…No way…?!”


      Fafnir’s charge blew Rizevim’s left arm clean off at the shoulder!


      “You made Lil’ Asia cry… I’ll never forgive you!”


      A death blow from a dragon on the brink of collapse.


      The attack had been completely unexpected—even by Rizevim. That ever-present smug grin of his was gone, leaving just stunned disbelief.


      The Dragon King’s will glimmered in his eyes, glowing with a terrifying, angry light.


      “I’ll never forgive you! I’ll never forgive you! I’ll never forgive you!”


      Fafnir didn’t stop—he kept going with a relentless follow-up attack! Rizevim tried to dodge, but the dragon was on him like a storm! His fury, his obsession… I could feel it like static crawling over my skin—he wouldn’t stop until his target was utterly destroyed…!


      Even Rizevim looked stunned at the ferocity of the assault.


      And all because of one thing—he’d hurt Asia.


      That alone had been enough to trigger this Dragon King’s vengeful wrath.


      I remembered something Azazel had told me once…


      “You don’t ever cross a dragon. Everyone knows that. You ever heard of a dragon’s wrath? Trigger that, and even the weakest dragon will tear you apart. Dragons aren’t to be trifled with.”


      Fafnir’s vengeful wrath—Rizevim had just snatched at it like a man yanking on a tiger’s tail. A dragon myself, I felt chills from the sheer intensity of Fafnir’s indignation.


      Even the usually expressionless Lilith furrowed her brow slightly at the sight of his blazing, hate-filled eyes.


      “…Rizevim. This dragon…smells like me.”


      Rizevim seemed to realize something, using his powers to pull his severed arm back and reattach it at the shoulder.


      “…I see. So that’s what this is… Being friends with Ophis comes with a few special perks, huh? No one should be capable of befriending that Dragon God in the first place. Damn… I’ll be sure to remember this.”


      His expression had finally turned serious.


      At that moment, Ddraig’s voice sounded in my head: “Partner! You’re letting Fafnir steal all the glory! Let’s get in there! With the power I’ve unlocked, you should be able to handle it now!”


      Too late, Ddraig. Asia got hit. That already happened.


      But in a way, this was perfect timing. Because I had never wanted to punch someone more than I did right now!


      As I summoned my crimson armor, Rizevim broke into another laugh.


      “Ha-ha-ha! That again? It’s useless! Useless! Totally useless!”


      I didn’t care. I charged right in just like before, head-on, no tricks!


      Rizevim broke into a grin as he raised a hand to intercept. “Hah! As long as your power comes through a Sacred Gear, it’s useless!”


      His hand touched my armor, which promptly vanished—but the gauntlet remained!


      And with that, I drove my fist straight into his face!


      A new voice rang out from the gemstone—


      “Phase!”


      Taking a direct hit square in the face, Rizevim was sent hurtling backward before crashing to the ground!


      “…What…the hell…?”


      Lying prone, he wiped at his face in disbelief, blood pouring from his nose.


      I approached slowly, grabbed the guy’s hair as he lay flat on the ground, and smashed him in the face again.


      Once more, he was sent tumbling—still looking like he couldn’t believe what had just happened.


      “That was one of Ddraig’s powers from back when he was alive—phasing, it’s called. I channeled my power straight through you,” I called out as I followed after him.


      Yeah. That was the ability Ddraig had recovered. He had three powers in total—boost, transfer, and now phase.


      Rizevim sat up, shaking uncontrollably. “…You’re telling me you phased your power through my Sacred Gear Canceler…? That’s—that’s absurd! My power shuts down any Sacred Gear, Longinus or otherwise! It’s supposed to neutralize everything! Every single—”


      After dragonifying my arms and legs to help channel more of Ddraig’s power, I shut him up with another punch to the face.


      “Gaaahhh?!”


      …The truth was, I was just about out of stamina. Every time I punched him, the shock ran through my whole body, almost sending me to my knees. But I couldn’t collapse, not yet. Not until I had beaten the living daylights out of him!


      Step by step, I closed the distance and unleashed a flurry of attacks—punch, kick, punch, punch, then another kick!


      “Guh! Bwah…! What the hell?! What the hell is this?!”


      “If I were any other dragon, or if this were any other Sacred Gear, yeah—none of this would have worked on you.”


      I had fired my Longinus Smasher to take down Euclid, so it wasn’t recharged yet. I certainly wasn’t in top form.


      “But thanks to this phasing ability, it looks like I can still hit you just fine.”


      Before I knew it, I staggered.


      Rizevim, realizing something, let out a laugh. “…Heh… Oh, now I get it… This is it, huh? The one and only being who inherited both infinity and dreams… So this is why you’re so obsessed, Vali… Your heart wasn’t just filled with hate, huh!” he all but screamed.


      “Son of Lucifer,” Ddraig’s voice boomed loud enough for even him to hear. “Do you realize what you’ve made your enemy? We are dragons—living manifestations of the power the biblical God feared most. Me, the White Dragon Emperor, Fafnir—don’t you dare underestimate us. If we felt like it, we could reduce this world to rubble with brute force alone. But we don’t. Because unlike you, we enjoy our way of life.” Ddraig paused for a moment, then uttered words he had shared with me once before.


      “We don’t let gods or Demon Kings get in the way of our fun.”


      Rizevim wiped the blood from his face and rose to his feet. “…That sounds like the declaration the Two Heavenly Dragons made back during the Great War, when they made light of both God and the Demon Kings.”


      I followed up Ddraig’s words with my own declaration. “I’ve made up my mind, too. If it’s for my dream of becoming a harem king, I’ll beat down any Demon King kid, any god—whoever gets in my way! I’m going to live a wild, joyful life with Rias, Asia, Akeno, Irina, Xenovia—with everyone!”


      Right as I yelled that, I felt a surge of support coming from behind me.


      “Issei!”


      “Issei!”


      Rias, Kiba—everyone came running! Even Cao Cao was there!


      “Yo. Looks like I made it just in time.”


      Dulio as well! He had fought Crom Cruach and still made it here!


      With Team DxD all gathered, Rizevim let out a mocking chuckle. “Ha-ha-ha! So the party’s arrived. Which means…Ladon and my mass-produced Grendels bit the dust, huh? Heh. Team DxD really does pack a punch!”


      As we squared off against him, a third voice chimed in from above.


      “Hmm. To say something like that here, in Heaven… As expected of the current Red Dragon Emperor.”


      All eyes turned upward—to see the Archangel Michael descending!


      “Lord Michael?!” Irina gasped, being helped to her feet by her friends.


      “Apologies for the delay,” Michael said. “I’ve just finished lifting the seals the enemy placed throughout Heaven. They must have used Azhi Dahaka’s forbidden sorcery to seize control of the gates. It took some time to undo everything without disturbing the system… At the same time, I also reinforced the Seventh Heaven—the highest layer—with a particularly dense protection barrier. Even assuming we all died here, Qlippoth won’t be able to get inside now.”


      With that, he turned to face Rizevim.


      “Well then, Lilin. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Since the last war, if I recall correctly. Setting foot in this sacred domain uninvited… I hope you’re prepared to face the consequences. Not that it looks like you have much fight left in you.” Michael’s expression turned cold. “Still, don’t expect any mercy from me.”


      He raised his hand to the heavens—and an impossible number of massive, glowing spears appeared overhead. If even one of those thick divine lances hit, no demon would survive!


      With unflinching judgment, Michael lowered his hand, sending the spears raining down on Rizevim! The instant they struck, a massive explosion ripped through the area! Michael protected us from the blast with a ward—but not Rizevim, who took the full brunt of those divine spears.


      “A-ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha!”


      Massive detonations erupted across the Garden of Eden, reshaping the landscape itself—and in the middle of it all, Rizevim just kept on laughing.


      Then, from within the chaos of light and fire, twelve black pillars rose. They expanded, flexed, almost like wings… No, wait—


      When the attack finally ended, there Rizevim was, still standing, now with twelve black wings spreading from his back.


      I recognized them at once. Back during the peace talks among the three great powers, Vali, my rival, had revealed the same black wings. The wings of Lucifer!


      Somehow, Rizevim had survived the divine spears. Black wings flaring, he brushed a hand under his chin.


      “Man… How do I put this…? Ah, right. My bad. I underestimated you guys. I guess I got a little too carried away. Been dormant for a few hundred—no, a few thousand years, you know?” He scratched the back of his head, then let out a long sigh. With that, his whole demeanor changed, his eyes turning ice cold. “Let’s say playtime is over. From this moment on, as the son of the former Lucifer—I recognize you all as the enemies of my dream.”


      …Even the way he talked had changed. His smug, chaotic persona was nowhere to be seen, as if he had become someone else entirely.


      “So what?” I shot back. “No matter how serious you pretend to be now, it doesn’t erase what you’ve done—or what you’re planning to do. I’m ending this right here. You’re going down.”


      Yet Rizevim shook his head. “No. I’m withdrawing—for now. I’ve already achieved my objective.”


      He pulled something from his pocket.


      “That’s…!”


      Michael looked absolutely stunned!


      In Rizevim’s hand were two fruits.


      “These are the Fruit of Knowledge and the Fruit of Life.”


      No way. Those fruits?! From the Bible?! But they weren’t supposed to exist anymore! How did he have them?!


      “They shouldn’t exist! The trees don’t bear them anymore!” Irina shouted the exact same thing I was thinking.


      “Oh, they don’t grow anymore, sure,” Rizevim answered, caressing the fruits. “But…if someone had kept them preserved all this time, that would be a different story, wouldn’t it?” A wicked smile crept onto his face. “My mother was Lilith. The Lilith mentioned in the Bible. Back when she was still human, she lived here—in Eden. You could say she was Adam’s first wife.”


      Yeah…I had heard of that. Adam’s first wife—not the small-bodied clone of Ophis. The real Lilith.


      Rizevim went on. “My mother told me the story over and over when I was little. ‘I snuck behind God’s back and hid the Fruit of Life and the Fruit of Knowledge somewhere safe,’ she’d brag. I wasn’t sure if it was true, so I went looking…and sure enough, I found them. They were dried out, no power left—but they were there.”


      “You used the Holy Grail to restore them, didn’t you?” Michael demanded. “But where in Heaven could she possibly have hidden them? None of us sensed a trace of them, not once in all these years.”


      “Deep in the recesses of Purgatory. A hidden path leading to the underworld.”


      …Wait. Purgatory? A hidden passage to the underworld? In that case, why did he need to invade Heaven?!


      Maybe he read my mind, because Rizevim added casually, “Well, since there was a way up to Heaven through there, I figured I’d drop by with Agreas and poke around a bit.”


      “Drop by”? He’d come all the way here, attacked Heaven, for a side trip…?! He really was an embodiment of pure malice! To do all this for nothing more than a bit of amusement!


      “…”


      Silent, everyone locked on to him with killing intent.


      At that moment, a small figure stepped forward to shield him.


      “…Protect Rizevim.”


      Lilith.


      That little body, looking just like Ophis’s, threw off my rhythm. I couldn’t raise my fist against her.


      Rizevim himself let out a quiet sigh when she stepped between us. “…And here I was trying to look all cool, but the kid steps in and ruins the mood.”


      A teleportation square lit up beneath his feet.


      “Uncle Riz here is heading home. This was a nice little wake-up call… See you around, Issei Hyoudou.”


      As if I’m about to let you escape! I wanted to shout after him, but I didn’t have enough strength—or blood—left to so much as stand. The others who could still move tried to give chase, but Lilith stood in their way. They all wore the same conflicted expression I must have had.


      Michael didn’t act, either. Not just because of Lilith—but also because of the dragon beside her.


      Out of nowhere, Crom Cruach had appeared nearby.


      Either his fight with Dulio had ended in a draw, or else one or the other had decided to pull back.


      “Lilith, Crom, let’s go home,” Rizevim called.


      The Evil Dragon didn’t respond.


      “…Crom?” Rizevim asked again, but the Evil Dragon turned him down without responding.


      “…Well, suit yourself.” Rizevim shrugged before fading into the light of the teleportation square.


      “Rizevim,” I called after him, intent on getting one last word in before he disappeared. “Either I’m going to take you down, or Vali will. That’s one thing you can bet your life on.”


      Even as he vanished, he still wore that smug, amused grin.

    
  


  
    
      Next Life


      After Qlippoth left with Agreas, we finally had time to take a breather in the Fourth Heaven. The only one who didn’t stick around was Irina’s dad—he was rushed straight to a medical facility in the Fifth Heaven. We could only hope they managed to detoxify him completely soon…


      The horde of Evil Dragons vanished along with Agreas… It looked like Heaven had taken some serious damage. Thankfully, the system wasn’t affected.


      I saw Michael thanking Cao Cao. “Thank you for your assistance from Sakra.”


      “I didn’t expect to be let into Heaven myself, honestly. I’m a criminal, after all. For the record, the tip-off this time came straight from Hades himself.”


      That last part took everyone by surprise…Sakra and Cao Cao had heard about this from Hades? But wasn’t he the one who’d told Qlippoth about the back door into Heaven in the first place?


      “…Maybe he thinks this makes things even. Or maybe he just enjoys throwing a wrench into both sides’ plans,” Rias muttered to herself.


      “You were chosen by the Holy Spear,” Michael told Cao Cao. “So long as you’re not hostile, we can’t dismiss you out of hand.”


      “Heh. The Holy Spear pierced Jesus, you know? You angels can be quite forgiving.” With that, Cao Cao turned on his heel. “Well, then.”


      “W-wait!” I called out before he could leave.


      There was something I needed to ask.


      “…Are you our enemy? Are you still part of the Khaos Brigade?”


      “…At the very least, I’m not with them anymore,” he answered, staring up into the sky. “These days, I serve under Sakra. If Sun Wukong is the face of the operation, I’m the one acting behind the scenes. I mostly handle matters that aren’t meant for the spotlight. I have no plans to harm you guys.”


      “I can’t believe Sakra keeps someone like you close,” Rias scoffed. “How many treaty violations are we up to now?”


      Cao Cao shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m only alive because that Heavenly Emperor was in a whimsical mood. To tell you the truth, my time with the Khaos Brigade, all that ambition and idealism—I feel like such a fool now.”


      “You don’t seem all that sorry about it,” Kiba said with a frown.


      Cao Cao breathed a sigh. “…Sorry, huh? After everything I’ve done fighting monsters, should I feel remorse? Or should I swear revenge? When humans fight beings that aren’t human, is it justice or evil? The truth is, I don’t feel like I have the right to answer that anymore. I’m just…hollow.”


      Still spouting incomprehensible nonsense, as always.


      “What about the other Sacred Gear users?” Rias asked.


      “Georg and Leonardo? They’re still in the realm of the dead. Georg… Heh, he’s deep into studying the Grim Reaper techniques. Or, more accurately, he’s obsessed with the spirits of famous mages who ended up there. He’s practically lost in magic theory now.”


      …Seriously? Those Hero Faction guys were all over the place.


      “They both said they have no plans to come back anytime soon,” Cao Cao went on. “I don’t follow mage thinking. Apparently, Leonardo likes the atmosphere down there. He said he’s not coming back, either,” he added sarcastically, tapping his spear against his shoulder. “I’m the only one who has unfinished business up here. If you ever feel the need to judge me, go ahead. If you still hate me, that is. Just don’t expect me to go down without a fight…”


      He said that, but if any of us tried, he would probably go all out in response…


      “…So can we trust you? Why did you come back? It’s not for revenge, or redemption, right?” I asked.


      There was a distant look in his eyes. “…I just wanted to figure who I was supposed to be, why I was born with this spear. I wanted to find the answer again.”


      After everything that had happened, he was still talking in riddles.


      “You’re searching for yourself now? That’s not like you.”


      “Searching for myself is exactly what led to all of that in the first place.”


      What a pain. I wished he would keep us out of it.


      “And if you decide your path leads to more of that, what then?” Kiba pressed.


      Cao Cao shook his head. “…There’s no more of that. My dream was shattered, by the Red Dragon Emperor here. My next dream”—he looked right at me—“is to defeat Issei Hyoudou, the Red Dragon Emperor. That’s the only way I’ll feel truly alive again. Today—no, just now—I became sure of it.”


      …


      He wanted to stand in my way, did he? If he came at me, I would take him down all over again.


      Apparently done talking, Cao Cao gave a casual wave and started walking away. “Well, then. I’ve been entrusted by Sakra to handle the Evil Dragons and support you all. If fate wills it, we’ll meet again.”


      “One thing,” Rias called out after him. “If Sakra orders you to fight us, what will you do?”


      “…Who knows? But Issei Hyoudou—next time we fight, I won’t be using a Medusa’s Eye or drawing on anything like Samael. It will just be me, as I am.”


      “And I’ll beat you head-on without Samael’s poison.”


      We exchanged fearless grins. Then, giving us one last look, he left.


      Watching the conversation unfold, Xenovia murmured, “Hey, Irina… I’ve been seriously wondering—should we start counting all the guys who go after Issei, too?”


      “Um… If we do, we’re going to need more than ten fingers…” Irina started counting on her hands.


      “…Please stop. Seriously.”


      I was mentally exhausted… Though to be fair, this was partly my fault. When someone threw that much heat at you, it was only natural to want to toss some back, right? Wait—was that the problem? Had I been making things worse by playing along with guys like him?!


      While I was busy shooing away the surrounding angel troops, a black shadow stepped forward.


      Standing in front of me was Crom Cruach.


      “…Are you a dragon or a demon?” he asked calmly.


      …Great. More weird questions.


      I scratched my cheek and gave him the only answer I could. “Um…I don’t know, honestly…”


      “My life’s mission is to see where the path of dragons leads,” he declared firmly. Looking me in the eye, he asked again: “Are you the answer I’ve been searching for?”


      “I really don’t know…”


      I was at a loss for words, but he didn’t seem to mind.


      “Fight me.”


      “Huh…? Right now?”


      Now this was awkward. Come on, we were way past the final-battle energy here! Everyone else was slowly slipping back into combat mode, but I was wiped out! Can’t you read the room, Evil Dragon?!


      After a pause, Crom Cruach spoke again. “…Is that a no?”


      “…C-can I, like, rest first? Please?”


      I had to try. To my surprise, he relaxed his stance, turned around, and started walking away.


      “…Then I’ll take my leave.”


      …Wait, that worked?! I couldn’t believe it, either!


      “Are you heading back to Qlippoth?” I called after him.


      “No.” He shook his head. “I’ve lost interest in them. I’ll wander as I please. I’m used to the human world.”


      With that, he sprouted a pair of black wings from his back and took off into the sky.


      …He was gone, but how did he plan to descend from Heaven? Knowing him, he would probably try to brute-force it.


      While I was still processing Crom Cruach’s bizarre exit, Michael flashed Irina a warm smile. “You fought well. As expected of my Ace.”


      Blushing from the praise, Irina hesitated, then said, “Lord Michael, I know this isn’t the best time, but may I ask something…?”


      “Go ahead.”


      “…Why did you choose me as your Ace?”


      That was something I had been wondering, too. Why had he chosen Irina?


      “Ah, I see.” Michael clapped his hands once, then raised a finger as if to quiz us. “In the human world, when you open a new deck of cards, what’s the first one you usually see?”


      “…The ace of spades,” Koneko answered right away.


      Yeah, that checked out.


      Michael nodded. “Exactly. I wanted someone who best represented what a reincarnated angel—what a Brave Saint—should be. You’re cheerful, sincere, devoted, and genuinely kind, Irina. And you get along with everyone. You’re the perfect face to represent angels going forward.”


      …So that was why. Irina’s personality and Michael’s vision for the future were both wrapped up in her being made his Ace.


      He spoke again, more softly this time. “I hope you’ll continue to be the face of the Brave Saints.”


      Tears welled in Irina’s eyes as she gave him a vigorous nod. “Yes! I promise to serve with all I have! Amen!”


      With that, everything was finally sorted. Dulio had flopped down on the ground and fallen asleep. Apparently, he had gone toe-to-toe with Crom Cruach in his Balance Breaker and was utterly exhausted… To think he had managed to come back alive. I mean, I’d believed in him, but still—he didn’t even look too banged up. What a leader.


      …Utterly drained, I lay back on the ground and stared at the sky.


      That phasing technique—at the moment, it only worked to help my own attacks pass through a barrier. It was really just brute force at the moment, though it had gotten through to Rizevim… If I could learn to transfer it to the others, it might change our entire battle strategy…


      At that moment, a thought hit me… Could this power be used to bypass the perv ban that hung over Heaven?


      As I entertained this impure thought, I suddenly heard the voice of the most beautiful woman in Heaven.


      “Everyone! Michael! Are you all okay?”


      Gabriel had finally shown up, late because she had been on assignment in the human world. And as she appeared before us, her incredible chest gave a dramatic bounce.


      …Those breasts! To see them in person would be pure bliss!


      Wait—hold on! What if I focused my phasing power into my eyes?!


      Time to test it! I channeled the technique to my eyes, and—


      The women’s clothes began to fade! They were becoming see-through! See-through!


      Rias’s breasts! Akeno’s! Xenovia’s! Even Irina’s! Their clothes were gone, and those glorious, heavenly breasts were being burned into my vision!


      Th-this phasing power! It…it was beautiful!


      I locked onto Gabriel, and what I saw was perfection. The shape, the bounce, the areolas, the size, the symmetry…everything was flawless. Truly divine. Top tier? More like beyond top tier! Those breasts transcended existence itself! Ah, Teach! I’ve finally witnessed Heaven’s greatest breasts! I’ve seen them with my own two eyes!


      “Oh! Behold, the Breasts of Heaven! Bless them! Bless them!”


      All I could do was cry tears of gratitude! I was a demon praying, so the halo thing kind of made my head hurt—but who cared about that?!


      You know what? Just make her the Breast Goddess already! Yes! That was the answer!


      Teach! I’m proud to report that my desires haven’t faded one bit! I’ve found a brand-new way to use my power!


      “…No surprises there.”


      Are you disappointed in me, Ddraig?!


      As I wept with joy, a wall of heavenly script started forming around me again! The antifall system had kicked in!


      Everyone stared at me…and as they did, they all realized what I had just been thinking.


      “…”


      Koneko was giving me a half-lidded, deadpan look. Everyone else was holding back exasperated smiles.


      “K-Koneko?! N-no, see, I can explain! There’s a reason for this!”


      “…You really are a massive perv, Issei. We’re holding a reflection meeting when we get home.”


      Yes, ma’am. I’m very sorry…

    
  


  
    
      Christmas


      “Merry Christmas!”


      With a loud toast, the Occult Research Club, the student council, and everyone else who had helped out with the event raised their glasses. Kuroka and Le Fay were here, too.


      After all the chaos in Heaven, we’d made it through to Christmas in one piece—and we’d finished delivering all the presents. At last, even though it was a little late, we were finally kicking back and enjoying the holiday.


      After that big battle, we’d returned to the First Heaven and practically collapsed in the rest area. Asia and the other members who could still move continued working, healing injured angels right up to the end. Once the gates were open, reinforcements arrived from the human world after the fight.


      …Fafnir, who had shown true grit back there, was healed by Asia and then promptly fell into a deep sleep. They said he might not wake up for a while, but he wasn’t dead… Asia looked relieved when she heard that. Honestly, I felt this was the first time I had seen the real him. He had been ready to lay down his life to protect Asia. He was always ranting about panties, and he came off as a total pervert, but deep down, he was a proud Dragon King through and through.


      Irina’s dad ended up having to stay behind to recover from the poison, so she took over his share of the gift delivery. She worked two, no, three times as hard to make up for him. She was the kind of daughter any father would be proud of.


      Tonight, we were having our private Christmas party in the basement of the Hyoudou residence. Dulio and Sister Griselda were there, too, both of them getting into the festivities. We were all digging into the food when Rias and Akeno stepped forward.


      “Thanks for all your hard work with the Christmas mission,” Rias said. Then, with a smile, she added, “Everyone, listen up. Akeno and I have a big announcement to make.”


      Akeno broke into a faint smile. “Oh-ho. It might feel a bit sudden, but we thought Christmas would be the perfect time to share this.”


      The two of them exchanged a nod before Rias dropped the news.


      “We’re going to announce the Occult Research Club’s new president and vice president.”


      —!


      Not just the club members—everyone, even the student council, was taken aback. The only one who didn’t flinch was Chairwoman Sona, who smiled knowingly.


      “I’ve been club president for three years now, and I’ve tried my best not to tie the next generation down with too many rules,” Rias explained. “I hope the new president and all of you members keep that in mind. The Occult Research Club runs best when it’s shaped by the people in it, not by tradition.” She paused for a second, then cleared her throat. “With that in mind, the new club president is Asia. And the new vice president is Yuuto.”


      Wh-whoa! I hadn’t seen that coming! Kiba, sure—I’d kind of figured he might get tapped for vice president. But Asia as president? That one caught me off guard! She looked equally shocked—her mouth was still hanging open in disbelief.


      “I chose Asia because I think she’s the one most likely to bring something new to the Occult Research Club,” Rias continued. “I imagined her taking things in a different direction than I did. And frankly, that felt like it would be the most fun.”


      Next, Akeno explained why they had picked Kiba. “As for Yuuto, we figured having two girls in leadership again might not be the best idea—and more importantly, we thought he could act as a bridge between the club and the rest of the male students at Kuou Academy.”


      “We had already decided the next vice president would be a guy,” Rias added. “Right up to the end, we were torn between Issei and Yuuto. But with Issei’s schedule getting so busy, we couldn’t risk the club taking a back seat. As such, we went with Yuuto.”


      So that was the reasoning. Asia was going to build a new kind of Occult Research Club, and Kiba would help reach out to the other guys at school. Honestly, with Kiba’s looks, it was more likely the girls would be all over him while the guys glared daggers…


      Rias turned to the two of them. “What do you think? Will you accept?”


      “I’m fine with it,” Kiba replied easily. “In fact, I’m honored.”


      Asia, meanwhile, was still processing. “Uh… I—I—I… Um, I…”


      “You’re not up for it?” Rias asked gently, handing her a glass of water.


      After taking a sip, Asia calmed down a little. “No! I mean…I just wonder if I’m really the right person. Wouldn’t Issei, or Irina, or maybe Koneko or Ravel—someone more outgoing or dependable—be better? I’m shy, and I’m not good with people… I’m not sure I can do it…”


      I flashed her a smile. “You’ll be fine, Asia. We’ll all help you out. Honestly, with you as president, it feels like we could really give it our all! I can totally see myself thinking, I’m doing this for our beloved prez! and powering through whatever comes. That’s pretty important to me.”


      Yep! The more I thought about it, the more it seemed having Asia as president might just be the extra boost I needed. I would work my fingers to the bone for her!


      Rias chuckled. “I thought you would say something like that. That was part of the reason, too.”


      Kiba turned to Asia and the rest of us. “If I’m entrusted with the role, I’ll do everything I can to support Asia and the rest of you.”


      “This is a great opportunity,” Xenovia said, resting a hand on Asia’s shoulder. “You should go for it. Chances like this don’t come around twice.”


      “Yeah, yeah!” Irina added cheerfully. “If it’s for Asia, I’ll totally give it my all!”


      “…President Asia. That sounds nice,” Koneko said with a nod.


      “I’m in, too. If it’s for you, President!” said Gasper.


      “No objections here,” Ravel added.


      “Sounds great to me, letting Asia be president!” Saji grinned.


      “I like it. Should be fun,” added one of the Sitri girls.


      “Right? And having Kiba as vice president is perfect,” said another.


      It looked like it was settled, then. All that was left was for Asia make her decision.


      After a short pause, she smiled and gave a firm nod. “…Okay. I humbly accept! Everyone…I may not have much experience, but I look forward to working with you all over the coming year!” she declared, bowing her head.


      “Yes, President!” the rest of us answered in unison.


      Asia was our new club president! Awesome! It looked like next year was going to be another bright one for the Occult Research Club!


      Rias rolled her shoulders as she heaved a relaxed sigh. “Ah… I feel like a huge weight has been lifted.”


      “I know what you mean,” Akeno agreed. “Now we can let the younger members take the lead.”


      It wasn’t long before Chairwoman Sona and Vice-Chairwoman Shinra joined in.


      “Well then, shall the four of us have tea sometime?”


      They had fully embraced retirement, coming out with the kind of suggestion an old lady might make!


      Koneko paused in the middle of munching on a piece of cake and asked, “…So, what should we call President Rias now…?”


      Ah, right. If Asia was the new president, what did that make Rias? I mean, I could just call her Rias, but what about the others?


      With a wink, she said to Koneko and Kiba, “You can call me Big Sis or just Sis, if you like?”


      “…Can’t we stick with President Rias? I’ve gotten used to that,” Koneko answered calmly.


      Rias looked a little disappointed, but quickly burst out laughing. “Fair enough. Change doesn’t happen overnight. You can go on calling me that for the time being. But don’t forget—Asia is the president now.”


      And so it sounded like we would have two presidents for a while.


      It wasn’t long before the party was in full swing.


      Off in a quiet corner, Rias and I huddled close together.


      “Rias…,” I began, looking at her. “Back then, in front of Zekram Bael, I couldn’t say it. But I—”


      She gently placed a finger on my lips, offering me a smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it out loud. I know… I love you, Issei.”


      “I love you, too, Rias.”


      …Yaegaki? No matter what comes, Rias and I are going to live in peace. That was what I had decided—and I would fight to protect that peace.


      With that promise in my heart, I raised my glass to the heavens.
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      I was out running errands, and tagging along with me was Irina.


      After we finished shopping at the convenience store, the two of us started chatting about that promise we’d once made.


      “So, about our Christmas promise… What do we do?” she asked.


      “Hmm. I know we swore to do it as kids, but ambushing Santa is a bit extreme, huh…?”


      “Right?”


      We both chuckled. I mean, seriously—ambushing Santa? What were we even thinking? Sure, we were just clueless kids, and we didn’t know any better—but still, that had to be one of the weirdest things we’d ever said. Wanting to steal his entire sack of presents and keep them all to ourselves—that was definitely kid logic at work.


      Something started drifting down from the sky.


      “…It’s snowing.”


      Snow! Talk about perfect timing!


      “A white Christmas, huh…? But the forecast said clear skies with a few clouds tonight.”


      I looked up at the sky. Ha-ha… After everything that had happened, if this was the universe’s way of rewarding me, I would take it.


      “You know, Issei?” Irina said, suddenly catching my attention.


      “Hmm? What is—?”


      Just as I turned around—her lips touched mine.


      …


      …My brain shut down. I was totally caught off guard!


      While I stood there frozen, Irina blushed, spun around, and stuck her tongue out playfully. “That was an angel’s kiss. How could I not at a moment like this?”


      …


      O-okay, sure, the view was absolutely amazing tonight… And having an angel smile at you while snow was falling—yeah, that was pretty much peak romantic. B-but still—a k-k-k-kiss?!


      “Actually, this was my second kiss,” Irina continued. “But my first was with you, too, Issei.”


      “Huh? I don’t remember that…”


      Seriously, I was drawing a blank! When did that happen?! Here I was freaking out, but my memory was giving me nothing!


      “Hee-hee, of course you don’t,” she said with a mischievous grin. “It was back when we were kids—I snuck one while you were sleeping over at my house.”


      Wait, what?! Back when we were kids?!


      …Hold on. Did that mean my first kiss was actually with Irina…?!


      She merely smiled while I stood there stunned. And then—a shadow appeared in front of us.


      “Looks like you two are getting along! That’s what I like to see!”


      It was Azazel—in full Santa gear! So this was where he’d disappeared to during the party!


      “Bwa-ha-ha! Director Shidou filled me in! Apparently, you two made some crazy promise as kids to ambush Santa and steal all the presents? You should’ve told me sooner! Here—if you can beat me, you can have everything in this sack! So what’ll it be?”


      Wait—Irina’s dad knew about our promise?! No, more importantly—why was Azazel dressed as Santa?!


      Irina and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.


      “Pfft!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Seriously, Teach, you can’t compete with Santa. Still, maybe it is time we made good on that promise!”


      Irina and I adopted fighting stances, facing off against Santa—or rather Azazel.


      “I’m all in, Issei! Let’s show him what childhood friends can do!”


      The two of us charged at him together!


      Far from backing down, Santa squared up and shouted, “Issei! Irina! You’re young and full of life—live it up while you can! That’s the best way to honor everything we’ve lost! The fact that demons, angels, and fallen angels can goof off in this town—that’s what really matters!”


      …Teach…! He was actually saying something really touching right now! I was getting teary-eyed here!


      Irina and I tried to grab the sack he was holding, but he was fast—too fast. We couldn’t land a solid hit!


      “All right then, time to get serious!”


      Just as I was hyping myself up—


      “I shall join in.”


      Our little Dragon God showed up to back us up!


      “Ophis?!” Azazel exclaimed, his eyes nearly popping out of his head. “Come on, that’s cheating…”


      Hey! It was Santa’s job to make dreams come true for good kids, wasn’t it?


      “All right, then! Irina, Ophis! Let’s take Santa down and grab those presents!”


      “Hee-hee. Yeah!”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      And just like that, Irina, Ophis, and I launched our assault on the fallen-angel Santa.


      Merry Christmas, everyone!

    
  


  
    
      Boss × Boss


      “Azazel, you can probably guess why I’m reaching out over the hotline. I thought it was time you heard about what Agreas is really hiding.”


      “…This turned into a far bigger problem than expected, huh, Sirzechs?”


      “Inside Agreas is a top-secret ruin—one that produces the crystals needed to create Evil Pieces. With Agreas now in enemy hands, we can’t make any more. As of now, we have just under a thousand unused sets left in storage.”


      “…Which means the number of demons you can reincarnate could soon hit a wall. This really is turning into the worst-case scenario. And Heaven’s Brave Saints cards—they’re made from the same materials, right? So they’re also stuck with whatever stockpile they’ve got… Even if we’ve perfected the reincarnation system, it’s worthless without the raw materials. The angels will probably manage, since their system is still new and could be scrapped without much fallout. But the real problem is—”


      “Exactly. The Evil Pieces system is deeply ingrained in our society—our daily lives, our culture, our values. If it collapses…”


      “…it could shake the entire underworld to its core. You really think that’s what Qlippoth is after?”


      “Agreas generates the reincarnation crystals. Then there’s the Holy Grail, and the Evil Dragons… They’re collecting some dangerous cards. And now we have the threat of Trihexa returning, plus a full-blown invasion of other worlds.”


      “…The situation with the Church is starting to bubble to the surface as well. You’ve heard, right? The warriors raised by the Church—since the three great powers signed our peace deal, they’re starting to question their very purpose. Peace means no more demon hunting. Even relations with vampires are moving toward diplomacy. The Church’s warriors are scared they’ll lose their purpose. Their frustration and distrust toward Heaven has hit a new peak.”


      “Hmm. You’re talking about the incident where the training institutions turned against the Vatican? Apparently, one of the ringleaders is a former wielder of the Durendal…”


      “…That swordsman? I thought he’d retired… This isn’t good. That guy’s compatibility with the weapon was insane. If the Ex-Durendal ends up in his hands—”


      “Then we’ll know Qlippoth was pulling the strings behind the scenes.”


      “Sirzechs…Rizevim’s ideology is childish. Naive, even. But the guy’s ability to stir up the darker sides of other factions—like with the vampires—is off the charts. He’s a rare kind of manipulative genius. For us, trying to coexist with humanity, he’s more dangerous than any mythical beast or god of destruction.”


      “…If Issei is the one adored by the people, Rizevim is the one whispering in the shadows, stirring them up from behind.”


      “…Any leads on who his collaborators on the demon side might be?”


      “Not yet. We haven’t gotten anything out of Euclid, either. Seems like even he wasn’t told who the inside contact was. Qlippoth probably didn’t learn their identity until after the Agreas heist.”


      “Still, your investigation’s moving forward, right?”


      “…Yes. We’ve narrowed it down to a few suspects. To tell you the truth, there are names on that list I really don’t want to be true.”


      “…Between the Fruit of Life and the Fruit of Knowledge they’ve stolen, I’ve got a really bad feeling about this. The followers of the old Demon King regime acted out of hatred—but there was a dream of revolution in that hate. Those heroes had their own twisted sense of justice. Qlippoth, though…they’re driven by pure malice. Or rather, they’re drawn in by malice…”

    
  


  
    
      Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust


      “Riser? You’re calling me at this hour? The sun’s not even up yet! I just had a rare experience. How often does a demon get to enjoy Christmas?”


      “A demon shouldn’t be taking part in Church rituals! That’s no way for a noble high-class lady to behave! You’ve been slacking off on your regular check-ins, you know? I had to hear about how you’re doing from that Red Dragon Emperor brat! You see how unreasonable that is, don’t you?!”


      “Yes, yes, you and Issei are just so close, aren’t you? Anyway, what did you want to talk about?”


      “Ah, right. Get this, my big comeback match in the Rating Game has been set!”


      “Oh! Congratulations! I was starting to wonder if you were ever going to crawl out of that shut-in phase.”


      “Don’t rub it in! Ahem—anyway! The kicker is who my opponent is. You’re not going to believe it!”


      “Who is it?”


      “The champion himself! Emperor Belial is going to be my comeback opponent!”


      “That’s incredible! I definitely didn’t see that coming!”


      “Right? What greater honor could there be? Ever since I lost to that Red Dragon Emperor, my luck has been in the gutter. But now—facing the reigning champion? This is the perfect chance! I probably won’t win, but if I can give the fans and the league a good show, it’ll be just the boost I need for a fresh start!”


      “Well, then, I’ll be there to cheer you on!”


      “Nope. You need to focus on your studies. Isn’t Rias about to graduate? She’s going to need your help soon enough. You can just watch the recording later—it’ll be good material for both Rias and your future husband.”


      “Ugh, come on! Don’t tease me like that!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! So how are things going with the Red Dragon Emperor?”


      “Well, um… That is… Uh…”

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hey everyone, long time no see—this is Ishibumi. We’ve finally made it to the eighteenth volume of High School DxD, and it’s Irina’s turn in the spotlight!


      This time, we focused on the childhood friend angle, and I feel like Irina ended up in a pretty solid position. She’s now wielding the Hauteclere, a holy sword worthy of standing beside Xenovia and her Durendal. I hope you’re looking forward to seeing what she does with it!


      Issei unlocked a new power to take down Rizevim!


      He awakened one of Ddraig’s original abilities from back when he was alive—phasing. Thanks to that, Issei’s power can now hit its target directly. Once he fully masters it, he’ll be able to bypass barriers and wards entirely and strike from the inside. For now, though, it’s just raw brute force smashing through. Still, it’s an ideal ability when it comes to landing hits on Rizevim. Even he was caught off guard enough to stop what he was doing, so that tells you something.


      Asia is the new club president! And we got to witness Fafnir’s wrath!


      Asia has officially taken over as the new president of the Occult Research Club. I’ve been hinting at this to people behind the scenes for a while, and we finally made it happen. Honestly, I could never picture Issei as either president or vice president. What does make sense is him running around like crazy for the sake of someone he cares about. That being the case, Asia is the perfect fit. The fact that she’s in charge now makes everything feel a little more unpredictable and fun. So give your support to the new prez! She’s also starting to awaken more as a dragon tamer—you won’t want to take your eyes off her.


      And then there’s Fafnir. Last time, all he did was eat Asia’s underwear, so I felt like I owed him a real moment to shine. I also wanted to dive a little more into his pride and the reasons he fights as a Dragon King. Plus, I’ve been meaning to show off a dragon’s full fury for a while now, and Fafnir seemed like the perfect way to do that. The way he fights when angry—full of obsession and rage—is honestly terrifying. Don’t provoke him!


      The Gremory guys have stepped up, and the Gremory girls have their chance to shine!


      Kiba and Gasper didn’t pull any punches this time. That’s their way of showing they’re serious. They’ve both faced some seriously tough enemies already, and they both have a growing fear that someone they care about might not make it back one day. That’s why they’ve both hardened up. Their opponents play dirty anyway, so there’s no need to show mercy.


      The girls, meanwhile, put up a great fight against the Grendel clones. They may be weaker than the real one that Issei and Sairaorg beat, but they’re still plenty dangerous. Just like Rias did when she beat Ladon, the girls have grown stronger.


      This generation of young demons—the Rookies Four—are really something special.


      Cao Cao has returned!


      In the last volume, it was just his Holy Spear that made an appearance, but this time the man himself finally showed up. Writing him again reminded me just how insanely strong he is—which is why this time, I had him take a more support-oriented role. But among Sacred Gear users, he’s still absolutely top tier. Thanks to his interactions with Issei, he’s dropped a lot of the baggage he used to carry and gone back to basics. That makes him an even more dangerous rival. For the record, he’s not part of Team DxD. I think his current role fits him best.


      Then there’s our leader, Dulio.


      The leader of Team DxD finally got a real chance to show what he’s made of! Dulio managed to fend off Valburga, and he even took on Crom Cruach. Not that he was evenly matched with the latter, but the fact that he could even stall him is impressive in itself. As for the true form of Dulio’s Balance Breaker, look forward to seeing that in future volumes. The same goes for Valburga’s, which is coming down the road.


      Before I wrap up, I want to give a big thank-you to Miyama-Zero and my editor H—your continued support means everything. Especially to my editor, I’m really sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused recently. There’s so much more to think about as the volume count increases, which means things take longer. I’ll do my best to finish each one earlier and stick to our deadlines.


      Now a little announcement. Fujimi Shobo has launched a new label called Fantasia Beyond, which will feature web-published novels.


      I’ll be starting a new series there—a reboot of my earlier work Slash Dog. If you’re a fan of DxD, this might ring a bell. The reboot shares the same universe as High School DxD, though there’s no direct connection. It’s set several years before the events of DxD.


      This will be the story of how Tobio Ikuse came to possess a Longinus and how he met Azazel and the Grigori. Since it’s set in the same world, expect a few familiar faces to show up. That being said, this is still a standalone series, so you don’t have to read it to enjoy DxD, and you can enjoy it without any DxD knowledge. Of course, if you’re familiar with both, there will be a few little moments that should make you smile.


      If you’re interested, be sure to check out Fujimi Shobo’s website.


      Also, I’d really like to get back to work on that other project I mentioned here before, but fortunately (or unfortunately), I’ve just got more and more on my plate lately. Please be patient with me for a little while longer.


      Next time, we finally enter the third-term arc! It will also be Xenovia’s turn in the spotlight, and we’re heading into the student council election! Will Xenovia become student council chairwoman?! What’s in store for Team DxD as the Occult Research Club begins its new era under Asia’s leadership?! Stay tuned!

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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