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The first thing I notice is that the ceiling is wrong—not unfamiliar, but completely wrong. Smooth white plaster instead of rotting wood beams. No cracks spider-webbing across it like battle scars, no water stains mapping out the slow decay of another safehouse.



I sit up too fast, and the world tilts sideways. My hands grip sheets so soft they feel like liquid. The room around me is cramped but clean. Walls covered in posters of half-naked women in poses that would make even the most debauched Imperial nobles blush. There’s a shrine in the corner dedicated to some kind of figurine, and my stomach churns with recognition I don’t want.



Issei Hyoudou. The name brings with it a flood of memories that aren’t mine. A boy obsessed with breasts and panties and dreams of a harem. And then I remember Yuuma. The fallen angel with dark wings and a sweet smile, who killed me on our first date.



His first date. Him. Not me. I’m not dead. Or I am, but I didn’t die the way he did. I died on a battlefield in the Capital, with the Emperor’s Imperial Arms moments away from grinding me into the earth. The last thing I saw were Akame’s eyes. Sad and certain that I’d broken my promise to her.



I hadn’t intentionally tried to die, but regret was something I thought I wouldn’t feel for long. Our efforts and sacrifices—my life—saved the world from an eternity of tyranny.



But this isn’t my body. Its feelings are Issei Hyoudou’s. He’s dead, and all that remains are his memories… and me. At least I saved those civilians from being crushed to death by that puppet emperor before I went out.



I drag myself out of bed. My legs are unsteady for the long moment that it takes me to recalibrate. I’m softer around the edges and untouched by the years and years of training I’ve been through.



But the body moves when I tell it to, so it’ll have to do.



The mirror in the corner shows me brown eyes instead of green. No scars on me either. Despite being close enough to me in age, Issei lived in a world soft enough that his greatest concern was whether girls might someday find him attractive despite his slightly twisted personality.



It’s adorable, in a pitiful kind of way. Until it reminds me of the woman who exploited his naïvete. Perversion aside, I can tell Issei Hyoudou’s desire for love got him killed by the first girl who smiled at him.



This body’s instincts guide me through the motions, where my knowledge seems consumed by Issei’s manner of death. I know where his clothes are, that he has breakfast with caring parents who’ll summon him downstairs for food soon, and nearly flinch when an angry girl’s voice threatens to kill me if I don’t wake up.



Then, I remember that it’s an alarm clock and turn it off.



Breakfast is a surreal experience. Two concerned parents are easy to deal with compared to Esdeath. As much as one part of me notes the absurdness of my circumstance, the other swells with affection for these people who’ve committed themselves to raising me.



“Have a good day at school, son,” Issei’s mother says.



I stand at the door with his back slung across my shoulders. His father meets my gaze and smiles.



A swirling guilt takes its place somewhere between my chest and stomach.



School is a maze of corridors and classrooms. My peers worry about tests and crushes and strange social hierarchies that I’m not used to yet. I sit through lessons on subjects that mean nothing to me and listen, because this normalcy is precious.



Normal…



This couldn’t be further from my normal. The suspicious, half-lidded stares from the girls towards me in the breaks between classes, the useless quizzes and worksheets spread around the class.



Homework.



Then lunch comes, and Matsuda and Motohama—Issei’s friends, though they remind me of Lubbock—drag me toward the sports field to watch the kendo club girls changing out of their uniforms.



“Come on, Issei!” Motohama says as he pulls at my sleeve. “We’ve only got fifteen minutes here if we want enough time to grab something to eat before the canteen closes!”



“Actually,” I say, pulling away. “Maybe we shouldn’t—”



“What?” Matsuda stops to turn and stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Are you feeling okay? You’re telling me you don’t want to catch a glimpse of the kendo girls’ hot bodies?”



“I just think… it’s not right, you know?”



Both of them gape at me. Matsuda reaches out to feel my forehead. “Dude, are you running a fever? Since when do you care about—”



“Forget it!” Motohama pulls me by the wrist. “He’ll feel alright once he sees Murayama’s abs.”



Matsuda wrinkles his nose. “Dude, wipe your chin. You’re drooling.”



“Oh.” Motohama pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and dabs at his jaw with a tissue. “My bad.”



I want to argue. I really do. But something in me flickers—a dull echo of Issei’s memories—and I realise resistance might look suspicious. So I follow, not because I want to, but because letting their current pull me is easier than explaining how I’m not the who they think I am.



We crouch behind bushes near the side of the gymnasium. The girls of the kendo club are just finishing up drills, stretching and chatting casually in the late sun while they get changed. Half of them are down to their underwear.



My stomach churns as I step away. This isn’t like watching for patrols or scouting for ambushes.



It’s pathetic.



“Move, dude!”



Motohama and Matsuda jostle over the view through the shutter.



“H-Hey!” Motohama pushes his head against Matsuda’s. “This is the best angle to see Katase’s jiggling—”



“Can we not be so loud?” I ask. “You’re going to get caught.”



“Only if we’re slow—like you.” Matusda throws me a look over his shoulder as he barges Motohama out of the way slightly too hard.



Motohama yelps as he falls. My curse cuts the silence. One of the girls turns and looks through the open shutter window.



“There!” someone yells.



They scramble for their skirts and shirts. Wooden swords are already in their hands before I can process what’s happening.



“Run!” Matsuda shouts, diving left.



Motohama bolts right.



I rise to move, so damn slow—



“Hyoudou, you perverted bastard!” A wooden practice sword whistles through the air. I duck, but the second strike clips my shoulder.



Reflex takes over. I pivot, grab the shaft mid-swing, and twist. Not enough to break it—but enough to knock the girl off-balance. She stumbles and lands hard. Winded. Her teammates rush to her side, glowering at the sword in my hand.



“Hyoudou tried to make a pass at her!”



“No—I—” I try to explain, but my voice dies in my throat. There’s no point.



I didn’t want to be here, but I am. That makes me guilty by association. I’m not even Tatsumi anymore, I’m Issei Hyoudou.



There’s no convincing them.



A pink-haired girl steps forward and taps her wooden sword against her shoulder. “Club rule number five: perverts get paddled.”



“Hold on—” I backpedal, raising both hands. “I didn’t even see anything.”



“Oh, so you just happened to be crouched under the gym window? With your rep?”



Another girl joins her. Then another. The circle tightens.



“C’mon, don’t beat him up too hard,” the pink-haired girl says, clearly enjoying this a bit too much.



The first swings.



I sidestep, barely. “Hey, this is excessive—”



Another practice sword cracks through the air toward my ribs. I twist, catch, and pull. Her foot tangles with mine, and she goes down hard.



“Kaori!” someone gasps.



The wood splinters in my grip. A sharp edge nicks my palm.



“You… you hurt her,” one whispers.



Kaori groans, clutching her side. I freeze. The other girls’ eyes are wide. My stomach twists. It’s not like I killed her, but there’s no point explaining. No way to fix this either, so I run. Let them think what they want. I’ll make it right eventually. Somehow.



But even as I leave, I glance back at the girl I knocked over. She’s nursing her side, jaw clenched, glaring daggers. I sprint around the gym and through the side gate, lungs tight—not with exhaustion, but shame.



Motohama and Matsuda are sweating when I arrive.



“Why were you so slow?” Matsuda asks before shrugging. “Ah, well. Them’s the rules. If you get caught peeping and don’t escape, you get hit.”



Motohama pats me down for injury. “You alright?”



I don’t know what to say, so I shrug in reply.



“Oh my,” says a voice like silk. “What interesting friends you have, Hyoudou.”



I turn to see a girl that my memories confirm to be Rias Gremory walking past. She’s something of a role model to students here, as well as the object of their affection because she’s from abroad and wealthy.



Her crimson hair catches the daytime light like liquid fire. Her blue eyes meet mine, and the weight of a mountain descends on me. She blinks, and the feeling fades. I’m not sure whether the sensation is an effect of my resurrection or if it’s some strange power of hers.



Amused recognition flickers in her gaze, though I’m certain we’ve never met. She smiles, a small, knowing curve of her lips, and continues on.



“Holy shit,” Matsuda breathes in her fading floral scent. “Did Rias Gremory just talk to you?”



“Dude, she knew your name!” Motohama adds.



I shake my head, still staring after her retreating figure. “…I don’t think I know her.”



“Man,” Matsuda says, abandoning all thoughts of peeping. “Rias Gremory. If she knows you exist, maybe we have a shot with someone who isn’t inflatable.”



Their crude jokes fade into background noise.



Whatever that pressure was couldn’t have just been a trick of my mind, and yet I can’t think of any other explanation for it. Nothing except the remembrance of Yuuma driving a spear of solid light through Issei’s stomach.



The rest of the day passes in a haze of distracted thoughts. That encounter with Rias Gremory replays in my mind. The pressure I felt reminds me of the aura that surrounded the strongest Imperial Arms users. A power so overwhelming it became a physical weight.



Murayama, the girl I accidentally hurt, and the pink-haired one, unfortunately, are my classmates, but it’s easy to ignore their stares.



When the final bell rings, I’m ready to head straight home and rest. The walk should take twenty minutes, but as the sun begins to paint the sky in shades of gold and crimson, something strange happens.



Energy courses through me instead of the exhaustion I should feel after a day as draining as this.



Without thinking, I break into a run.



The streets blur past me faster than they should. My legs pump with a familiar rhythm despite this body’s lack of conditioning. The burn in my lungs never comes. I surpass even that rhythm soon enough. Instead, the power building inside me grows stronger with each step, like I’m drawing strength from the dying light.



By the time I reach my neighbourhood, the sun has nearly set, and I’m not even winded. More than that, I feel incredible. Energised in a way that doesn’t make sense for someone who’s just run at a breakneck pace that should have left me gasping.



Instead of going inside, I turn around and head back out, this time taking the longer route through the town’s outer districts. As full darkness falls, the sensation only intensifies, as if the night itself fills me with strength enough that my endurance is beyond human.



So, I run as far as my legs will take me until I realise I’m being followed. I make three left turns at top speed to make sure my suspicions aren’t unfounded before looking over my shoulder.



How has he managed to keep up? There’s a wrongness to the way he holds himself despite his unassuming workman’s attire. Bloodthirst hidden behind a civilised exterior. When he gets close enough for me to see his face, his lips curve into a smile.



“Well, well,” he says, loud enough for the words to reach me. He tilts his head back and seems to sniff the air. “What are you doing so far from home, little devil. Why so weak? Have you no master to protect you?”



I slow, but don’t stop walking. “I think you have me confused with someone else.”



“Do I?” He tilts his head back and inhales. “No, your stench is unmistakable.”



This man’s demeanour sets me on edge. I move to cross the road instead of having him directly at my back, but he crosses the road with me.



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.



He laughs, and the sound is like breaking glass. Dark, feathered wings burst free from his back. The words to summon my Demon Armour form on my lips before I remember I no longer possess Incursio.



I reach for it anyway because to do nothing is to accept death, and to do that is to break my promise to Akame. Even if it’s useless in this new world, I don’t plan on doing that a second time. 



Besides, my superhuman strength inspires some hope that Bulat’s treasured weapon is still with me somehow.



“Incursio,” I mutter words laden with expectation. The winged man frowns at the words for a moment before a swell of heat races up by torso.



A red claw materialises over my left arm in a burst of emerald light, and power floods through me.



“BOOST!”



My attacker’s eyes widen. “A devil with a sacred gear? What master do you serve, you—”



I don’t let him finish. The so-called boost narrows the gap between my mind and body. He lunges, and I counter his swipe with a punch that catches him on the jaw. Surprise and a stagger replace the predatory confidence on his face.



The principles of fighting superior opponents are the same. Balance. Timing. Wait for the enemy to make mistakes. He comes at me again, faster this time, claws extending from his fingertips like silver knives.



I slip his attack, and lean an elbow into his ribs that makes him grunt in pain. His follow-up is too wide, and when I kick his right leg, he doubles over. For a moment, I think this might be easier than expected, but then he gets angry.



His wings flare wide, and light erupts from his hands. Purer than the glow of sunlight and hot enough that it burns white and makes my skin crawl. It crackles with power that strikes familiarity in me even as I steady my feet to escape. The light that killed Issei Hyoudou forms in his grip.



When he thrusts it toward my chest, I try to dodge, but the point tears through my shirt and into flesh before I can twitch. Blood runs down my chest, hot and sticky. The strength the night had given me plummets, replaced by the cold weakness of approaching death.



This is how Issei died, I realise as I fall to my knees. The emotions that run like sludge in my veins aren’t wholly mine. When put in the same situation that Issei Hyoudou had been in the night before, my body remembers the shock, the pain, and the desperate wish that someone, anyone, would save him.



In my mind’s eye, I see hair like liquid fire. The spear comes down and stops inches from my heart. Crimson light blazes around me and paints the world in shades of blood.



The winged man staggers, and his weapon dissolves in his grip like smoke. “What—”



Rias Gremory stands even more beautiful and terrible in the darkness than she was in daylight. The power from earlier radiates from her in waves, making the very air tremble.



“Fallen,” she says. “You certainly overstep.”



The so-called Fallen takes another step back. “This doesn’t concern you, Gremory. The is a stray that’s wandered too far. He’s—”



“No stray. Did you think you could kill one of my servants without consequence?”



I want to protest the label, but the blood loss is making everything fuzzy around the edges. The world tilts sideways, and I realise I’m falling—or rather, dying.



Her arms catch me before I hit the ground. The man she called Fallen seems to have escaped.



Rias kneels beside me. “Sleep,” she whispers, one hand pressed against my chest where the spear went through. “You’re safe now.”



Darkness claims me, but not before I feel the warmth of her power washing over me. Mending what was broken and calling me back from the edge of death.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




I dream of a sea of red and a mountain of moulting scales that glint like wet blood under the sky. They rise and fall like waves, each one larger than the last, until I realise I’m not standing on anything—I’m floating, or maybe drowning, in an ocean of armour and sinew.



My throat is parched. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth like it’s been baked dry. I try to breathe, but the air here is heavy with the stench of iron and fire.



“Is this hell?” I mutter.



“No,” says a deep voice. It comes from the mass of red scales before and all around me. I look up at a slitted green eye, larger than any man. “Though I’m not offended by the comparison.”



The rest of him rises from the sea slowly: a second eye joins the first, and then the curve of a brow, the suggestion of a snout. Each scale is as broad as a shield and marked with old battle scars.



This dragon is by far larger than Shikotauzer—the Emperor’s Imperial Arms—and the weight of its gaze presses the air from my lungs.



“Why can you talk?” I ask, but then I find the question silly. To return from death and ask why a dragon can talk is silly, so I hurry to ask, “Who are you?”



“That depends,” the dragon replies. He isn’t cruel, but his voice holds an old, amused disdain. “Who are you? You look nothing like the boy whose body you command.”



I hesitate and then look down at my body. My body, not Issei Hyoudou’s, is as ghostly as the reflection in the murky red waters below. But very clearly not Issei.



“I’m Tatsumi. Issei Hyoudou is dead, and it seems I took his place.



The great head lowers, nostrils flaring to smell me. “You are a soul with revolution in your bones.”



“…How would you know?”



“I’ve seen it all through your eyes,” the dragon says. “The corrupt Empire and your revolution. You died an honourable death.”



“Thank you,” I say, failing to say anything else. There’s nothing honourable about bringing a dear friend to tears with my death… but at least those innocent people didn’t die.



“My name is Ddraig, Tatsumi.” A flick of his tail sends a massive wave crashing across the red sea. “The Red Dragon Emperor of Domination. My being resides with the gauntlet you summoned against the Fallen Angel. It is a Sacred Gear, not unlike the Imperial Arms of your world, except I am bonded to your very soul. Or rather, the strange amalgamation of you and the dregs of Issei Hyoudou that remain.”



I blink with realisation. “You’re the voice I heard. The one that… boosted me? And a fallen angel? I thought ‘Fallen’ was the man’s name.”



Ddraig chuckles. “No. I believe he called himself Dohnaseek. Then he fled. There is much for you to learn, which I’m sure you will soon. We will talk again, Tatsumi.”



“How is all of this happening? I’m an ordinary human, aren’t I?” I ask.



The red sea begins to churn violently, frothing with energy. The sky above cracks open with green fire that consumes my vision.



“Not since that Gremory girl brought you back to life. You’re a devil now,” Ddraig says, though it sounds like a roar amidst the blaze around us. “And know this, Tatsumi: you have a duty you must fulfil now that you possess this body. That fallen sow must pay for killing Issei Hyoudou. Perversions aside, he was fated to wield my power. Swear it to me.”



A devil—that’s the same thing that Dohnaseek guy called me. Maybe it’s more than metaphorical.



“I promise,” I say. “He didn’t deserve to die.”



Then, green flames consume the world.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




I come back to heat pressed into my skin and a breath against the back of my neck. Then the light, thick and golden, hits my eyelids. I breathe, and the air sticks to me. My ribs rise too easily, like my chest was never run through, so I force my eyes open.



Everything smells like flowers and heat.



A mass shifts beside me. I turn my head, and there she is. Rias Gremory, naked and reclining on her side like a queen sculpted out of soft light, one leg draped over the sheets, the other pulled in just enough to catch the eye.



She’s watching me with an interest that sets me on edge. The sheet barely covers her hips. Her chest rises with a slow breath. I let my gaze rest on her for a moment. One heartbeat. Two. Then I sit up moments before realising I’m also naked.



She still hasn’t said a word. Maybe she wants me to speak first. Perhaps she’s waiting to see if I crack a joke, or stare too long at her breasts, or if I flush and stumble and ask where I am like a lost child, as Issei would.



I don’t, though, because I recognise the manipulation for what it is. She’s not the first who’s tried to own me with sensuality and softness. It’s easier to pick up on now… not that it’s any less distracting.



I let the silence stretch and grow heavy between us before I say anything. She shifts again, just slightly—enough to tilt her hips, enough to catch the light in the hollow between her thighs. 



Issei Hyoudou was a pervert who took any opportunity to exercise his lust. But I look up at the ceiling and release a quiet exhale.



Ddraig said she resurrected me after I died in Akame’s arms, but for what purpose? To be her servant? What would being a devil’s servant even entail?



“How did I get here? Wasn’t I bleeding out?” I ask her.



Her eyes narrow, just slightly. Interesting. She shifts again to sit up. One leg folds beneath her, the other slides forward with casual elegance, baring even more than before. Her arms stretch behind her, arching her back just so as she yawns.



Her smile touches the corner of her mouth. “You’re very much alive, aren’t you?”



“What are you doing here? Why am I not dead? I’m certain that winged bastard stabbed me… it definitely felt real.”



“May I use your bathroom?” Rias Gremory smiles at my frown. “Last night left me in quite the state. To heal you, I had to sleep naked beside you. Doing so was quite taxing on my body, you know.”



I stand up with my back to her to hide the heat on my face and to hopefully curtail the heat flowing downward. “…Stay here. I need to bathe too, but if you go, my parents will wake up once you’re done. You’ll have to wait until you go back home.”



Parents. It’s still a strange word on my tongue.



“I suppose we’ll have to wash ourselves together then,” she says.



I turn in shock. Her blue eyes swell with triumph at my lack of a retort. In one fluid step, she clears the bed and is so close to me that I can feel the barest press of her chest against mine. Heat burns in my gut, and I spin to reach for a towel.



As uncomfortable as this entire situation is, if I give an inch, I know she’ll take a yard instead. This Rias Gremory is like all the worst and best parts of Esdeath and Leone. She doesn’t seem malicious, but she’s obviously aware of the effect her body has on people.



Though I should probably stop thinking of her as harmless when she’s trying to seduce me.



“I-It’s alright. Just be quick,” I say, and take a seat on the bed, throwing the towel at her.



She smiles. “Oh? How gentlemanly of you. Don’t worry, I’ll be out before you know it.”



Rias Gremory keeps her promise, and I slip into the bathroom before Issei’s parents can beat me to it.



The water runs too hot and pours out of the ceiling. I let it scald.



Despite saving me, her seduction fills my mouth with a bad taste. What did she bring me here for? Her way of going straight for seduction while hiding her motivations reminds me of the girl who cruelly murdered Issei Hyoudou after taking advantage of his innocence.



I brace one hand against the tiled wall, lower my head beneath the spray, and exhale. He didn’t deserve his death. Tricked and then killed with his heart in his throat, still hoping the girl he loved wasn’t a monster.



I remember having that kind of naïve, dangerous, but beautiful hope in people when I first arrived at the Capital. And now it’s mine. His body. His heart. His name.



Even if Ddraig hadn’t asked, I would have avenged him. Because it’s as close a purpose as I might have for now.



Rias ambushes me as soon as I return. Water drips down between us. Her body presses deliberately close again. Long red locks stick to my face until I brush them away, and push their owner away more gently.



She hides behind an amused giggle.



Maybe I’m being too harsh with her and, like Leone, she enjoys teasing people with her body. She saved me from dying to that winged man, after all. But at the same time, I have the feeling Rias Gremory seems to think she’s gained a pawn.



But I know better. The moment I felt the weight of someone else’s sacrifice behind my second heartbeat, I knew better. The debt she thinks she’s bought with my life is not hers to spend. It is one I owe to Issei Hyoudou—as perverted as he was—that didn’t come for free.



And before anything, I intend to pay it back in full.






So, uh… new story?



As for my Naruto fic, no, it is not dropped. The posting of this story is mostly because things feel stagnant for me, creatively speaking. It’s on a small break? Kind of? I just need to sort out a few things, plot-wise, and then write out a backlog.



This story started off as a weekend side project and quickly grew into a story in its own right. In terms of a posting schedule, I’ve got 7 chapters fully written, and the eighth is about 2/3 done. I’ll be posting up to Chapter 5 this week because I want to get the first arc out ASAP so that you can all decide whether this story is for you.



I’m just nice like that. If you want to, I also have a Patreon where you can read up to Chapter 5 right now. There’ll be a link below this nifty message where you guys can find the relevant links for my Patreon and Discord server. Either way, Chapter 5 will be up by the week’s end, after which I’ll be posting weekly, I think? Don’t flay me alive for hiccoughs, though.



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read up to Chapter 5 right now, if you so wish.
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Issei’s parents walk in on Rias Gremory and me. His mother gasps. His father blinks. It’s by no means a dramatic entrance. I don’t even hear them coming; they just open the door, and there we are: me, down to my underwear and damp, with a towel over my shoulder and Rias behind me, still drying her hair.



She’s not even pretending to be flustered despite her nudity.



There’s a long silence after which Issei’s father smiles a small, tight smile that says far too much. Relief, pride, and a faint exhale of long-held worry show on his aged face. Like he’s realised his son’s corruption is ordinary, forgivable. Not deep enough to keep him alone forever. I suppose it wasn’t, but the look is uncomfortable when I’m not his son.



Issei’s mother lets out a scandalised little noise that sounds rehearsed. “Issei!” she snaps. “You’re—this is—” Her eyes dart to Rias, who calmly wraps a strand of her wet crimson hair around one finger and says, with perfect composure:



“Forgive us, ma’am. He and I were… caught up. This is how teenagers sleep these days, you see. I promise, we weren’t doing anything lewd.”



I don’t speak. I should—it’s a ridiculous answer—but I don’t. I watch Issei’s mother’s outrage soften at a reply that shouldn’t warrant that kind of pause.



Her mouth is still open, but she seems unsure of what to say. “Well… I suppose we’re out of touch with the kids of today, I suppose.”



The bizarre agreement aside, I know something’s wrong in the way her posture eases and how her tone becomes so docile. Both her and her husband’s eyes seemed slightly glazed over, and only after Rias spoke.



Issei’s father speaks again, but he’s already walking away: “Join us for breakfast when you’re ready, son. And bring your friend. We’d love to get to know her.”



“Of course,” Rias replies with a smile.



They shut the door behind them. I don’t move for several seconds until I’m sure they’re gone and silence settles. I turn on Rias. She doesn’t have time to react. One hand slams against the wall beside her head. She steps back more out of shock than fear. Her red hair fans slightly with the sudden force of movement.



Her blue eyes meet mine.



“You did something to them,” I say.



“I soothed them,” Rias replies. “They weren’t harmed. Did you want your mother to panic? To scream and shame you? She would have and was very much going to. I softened the landing. That’s all.”



“That’s not your call to mess with their minds just because you can. They’re…” I stop to swallow my guilt. “They’re my parents. Do you have no concept of violation? What if I’d done that to your parents?”



A pause. Her composed expression flickers—just once. A hairline crack that allows some guilt to spill through. Claiming Issei’s parents as my own isn’t something I’ll ever be comfortable with—but I have some duty of care for them now that their son’s life is mine.



“You’re angry,” she notes slowly.



I lean in. “This is your one warning: don’t do that to them again.”



Her lips part like she might argue, but reading something in my eyes, she reconsiders and bows to me with her hands over her thighs. “I apologise, Hyoudou. It’s easy to forget sometimes that what’s convenient isn’t right.”



Her remorse at crossing a line seems genuine, so I drop the matter, but breakfast is tense. Light returns to Issei’s parents’ eyes along with the tenseness at finding their son naked with a girl who presumably spent the night.



“…Are you my son’s girlfriend?” Issei’s mother asks as she stirs a cup of coffee without looking at it. Her tone is even, but her eyes betray the struggle to make sense of what she walked in on.



Thankfully, Rias is dressed in her school uniform. I swallow a spoonful of cereal instead of answering the question in her stead.



Rias offers her a pleasant smile. “I suppose you could say that.”



Issei’s father says little. He keeps giving me these glances and small nods of approval over the edge of his newspaper that remind me I’m wrapped in a second skin.



I eat quietly. I haven’t had cereal before. It’s got a kind of cathartic crunch to it and a grainy taste that’s pleasant enough to distract me from the awkward meal.



Rias insists on walking with me to school.



“People will talk,” I say.



She smiles and leans her shoulder into mine. “You heard your mother, Issei. I’m your girlfriend, am I not?”



I lean away from her, making her giggle.



Of course, the school’s reaction proves me right. Eyes are already on us before we even pass through the front gate. I keep my head up but don’t acknowledge anyone. Issei’s reputation precedes me anyway. Whispers trail in our wake, and every stare carries a specific kind of confusion.



Like they’re trying to do the mental calculations, only to arrive at the same conclusion: our presence together doesn’t add up.



Matsuda and Motohama corner me during the half hour before school proper starts. Their energy is the same—loud and completely unashamed. They talk fast, with too much excitement, asking whether I’ve finally made it, whether I touched her, whether I’ve ascended to a plane beyond mortal comprehension.



It’s ridiculous, but also kind of funny. I don’t stop them, because they’re like Lubbock, except alive. A smile tugs at my mouth when Matsuda starts theorising that I’ve unlocked a divine pervert technique that granted me access to heaven’s gates.



Still, I don’t egg them on the way Issei would, and the message lands with grumbles that a night with Rias Gremory has changed me—they’re not wrong, either.



Classes blur by. I don’t pay much attention to the lessons themselves, and when the final bell rings, I rise with the rest of them. When I’m halfway to the door, someone stops the procession by sticking their head into the classroom through it.



His look is distinct; foreign to those of this country, like Rias, with wheat-blond hair.



“Hyoudou,” he says after his grey eyes find me. “I’ve come on Rias Gremory’s instructions.”



And just like that, the room has returned to its frenzied state from the morning. Only in reverse. This time, it’s the boys who gape while the girls whisper ferociously to one another. I sling my bag over one shoulder and walk to the door without a word.



Kiba gives me an apologetic nod. “I’m sorry about the spectacle. My name is Yuuto Kiba. I’m a second year, like you.”



Like Rias, he’s adored by everyone because of his distinct look: the first and second-year girls fawn over him, and the older third-year girls dote on him.



“Nice to meet you, too.”



My sigh is tired enough that he laughs. I follow him down the hallway, aware of every stare burning holes into my back. I don’t shrink from them.



They’re not looking at me anyway.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




After taking me out of the school building and past the old gymnasium, Kiba stops in front of the now-defunct old school building with a plate that says Occult Research Club. Shrubbery clings to the low roof and walls and crawls in through an open window up above.



It seems carefully maintained, though, with hedges boxing in the paved, if derelict entryway—case in point, to the right of the entryway is a vending machine.



“President, I’ve brought him,” Kiba says after knocking on the front door once.



“All right, come in,” is Rias Gremory’s response.



I could not have been more ill-prepared for the building’s interior. It’s almost identical to a regular home, if a lot more spacious. A staircase runs along the right side and up to the other floors, and a hallway runs along the left.



Only the first door is open, and predictably, Kiba leads me through it. A short, white-haired girl with eyes the colour of toffee is sitting on the sofa facing the door.



“This is Issei Hyoudou,” Kiba says to her.



She stops her nibbling on a sweet to bob her head. “Hi. Koneko Toujou. First year.”



“Nice to meet you,” I say, though I’m distracted by the constant hiss of water nearby until I notice a curtain sectioning off the far end of the room.



“Here you go, President.” The voice is decidedly not Rias Gremory’s.



Though Rias replies, “Thank you, Akeno.” After a few minutes, the curtain snaps open. Rias, having finished showering, smiles at me in her uniform. “My apologies for the wait. I know I showered at your place this morning, but I like to keep clean.”



“Oh dear, President. What were you doing with Hyoudou last night?” says the other voice I heard. But now that the curtain is drawn open, I can see that she’s a dark-haired girl with a permanent, pleasant smile on her face.



Her eyes, however, are a shade of violet that seems slightly disturbing.



Rias laughs. “Behave, Akeno.”



“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Hyoudou. I’m Akeno Himejima,” the dark-haired girl says with a polite bow. “Would you like some tea?”



“Tea would be nice, if you’re offering.”



“I am.”



Rias moves past us and sits on the only armchair in the room, placed at the head of the low coffee table. The others do the same, and Himejima moves away from me to presumably make that cup of tea, so I do too.



“Now that everyone’s here, Hyoudou,” Rias says while looking straight at me. “We, the Occult Research Club, welcome you as a fellow devil.”



“That’s the second time someone’s called me a devil,” I say, accepting the tea and accompanying saucer. “Thank you, Himejima.”



“Please,” she says. “Call me Akeno.”



“Are you sure?”



Himejima giggles and sits next to me. “Very.”



“To be as blunt as possible, all of us are devils,” says Rias. Everyone in the room is staring at me now. “You look like you don’t believe me.”



I shrug. “It’s not that. These past few days have been incredibly strange. Just last night, a guy with dark wings called me a devil, too. But you guys look… well, human.”



Rias Gremory nods. “That man was a fallen angel, to be specific. He used to be an angel, but for his sins, he was banished to the underworld, where we devils and the fallen angels vie for dominance. Each of the two factions controls one portion of the underworld. Devils, like us, build our strength by forging contracts with humans and exacting payment. Angels, on the other hand, follow the will of Heaven, indiscriminately targeting us and the fallen angels alike. These three factions have been locked in eternal conflict since the beginning of time.”



“And this club?” I ask. “Is it a front for you to recruit other devils?”



“More or less.”



I’m quiet for a moment. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but while I’m grateful that you healed me last night, I don’t understand what you want from me.”



“Yuuma Amano,” Rias says. “She’s a fallen angel, too.”



“…That checks out. Why did she stab me?”



“She sought you out according to her mission, which was to confirm whether you possessed a Sacred Gear, weapons gifted to humanity by God.” Rias’s smile doesn’t disappear. “And she didn’t just stab you. She killed you. Now, look through your blazer’s pockets for me, will you?”



Inside my left pocket, I find a crumpled and slightly bloody piece of paper. The phrase ‘Your wishes granted!’ is scrawled over it, along with a weird circle on the back. On closer inspection, it’s similar in design to the huge one in the centre of the room.



“You summoned me using that. It’s one of our flyers that we hand out for those who have desires that cannot be realised in this world. On the brink of death, after having been attacked by the fallen angel, you called out to me. It must have been a truly powerful wish to summon me. Usually, Akeno or one of the others here would have responded instead.”



“You stopped me from dying?” I ask.



She shakes her head. “Not quite. Yuuma Amano killed you, but I brought you back to life as a devil. You are no longer a human being.”



The wave of information aside, I’ve at least learned one thing that clears up the mystery surrounding Rias Gremory: she believes that I’m still Issei Hyoudou.



Resurrection… No Imperial Arms could resurrect a dead person—I’d found that out the hard way.



“Issei, you have been reborn as a devil and are a part of my peerage.”



In the face of that statement, any question I was going to ask about the method behind her bringing me back to life is replaced by one greater question:



“Which means what exactly?”



Rias smiles. “That you are my servant, like everyone here.” And as if that bit of news wasn’t flooring enough, she leans over the coffee table separating my couch and hers until her mouth is right up against my ear. “Serve me and you’ll be in for a treat.”



A shiver races down my spine, but I’m not so distracted that I can’t see this situation for what it is. Had Issei been in my position, he would have leapt at the chance. Serving the most attractive girl in the school, who happens to be some kind of supernatural aristocrat?



It was the stuff of his wet dreams. That said, there was one immediate flaw to this all that I couldn’t help but point out.



“What if I don’t want to? Hypothetically speaking,” I say, hunching over and feigning a little embarrassment. Now that I know she hasn’t brought me back on purpose, Rias Gremory is slightly less intimidating than before. “I mean, don’t take this the wrong way. I’d love to serve a lady as attractive as yourself.”



Akeno giggles.



“But say that I didn’t. What would happen? Would you reverse whatever you did to bring me back?”



“You’ve already died once,” Rias says after a long pause. “Usually, you would go to the afterlife, but I brought you back. This time, if you die again, you will cease to exist.”



I frown. “As in, I become nothing?”



“Precisely. I resurrected you using my Evil Pieces. Essentially, it’s a magical chess set that allows me to turn anyone into a devil under my service to create a peerage. Kiba is my Knight, Koneko is my Rook, and Akeno is my Queen.”



Boss used to play chess with Lubbock sometimes, so this, at least, is familiar to me. “Shouldn’t that mean you still have another knight, another rook, two bishops, and like eight pawns?”



“…I didn’t know you played chess, Hyoudou. It doesn’t seem to be the type of thing you’d like.”



“Motohama plays it sometimes.”



He doesn’t, but there’s no way she’d know that. Lubbock played chess, though.



“In any case, you’re right. My other Bishop piece is occupied, but I have one extra Rook and Knight. However, I brought you back to life with all of my Pawns.” She sets her teacup and saucer on the coffee table between us. “You were a part of my peerage from the moment I resurrected you. The only way for you to leave it would be trading you with another King’s Pawns—or death. That is the only way the pawn pieces I used to resurrect you will return to me. If you do choose to leave my peerage, though, you’ll become a stray devil.”



“That winged guy called me that. Is it a bad thing? Sounds like it is.”



“The underworld is a rather aristocratic place. Power and prestige are passed down, and there are many noble families, of which the Gremory family is one. To abandon your peerage is to slight your King and the noble house that you fight for—the punishment for that is death. And because you lose the consideration afforded to a member of a peerage, the other factions will kill you without hesitation.”



“So what? I’m a slave?”



Rias looks distinctly uncomfortable at the question, and I immediately feel glares from everyone in the room.



“Look, I’m not calling you a bad person,” I say, even as I start to understand this strange system for what it is. “But surely you see where I’m coming from, right? If there’s no way for me to give you this piece back besides dying for real this time, or being put under someone else’s command, then I’ll always be a pawn. And if I’m forced to obey you by the underworld’s laws, then nothing stops you from abusing your power over me.”



“President isn’t like that,” says Koneko. Despite the monotone delivery, her eyes are burning.



I sigh. “Never said she was. But I guarantee you that there are devils in the underworld right now who are treating their peerage horribly. The issue isn’t with Rias Gremory here. You seem like a well-meaning person, by the way, but… I don’t know. From the outside looking in, this all seems way too skewed. At least tell me, there are laws to stop Kings from abusing their servants?”



Rias looks away. “N-Not to my knowledge, no. But if such a situation were to come to light, the Four Satans wouldn’t let the issue go. Rest assured that it would be dealt with.”



Though only if it were to come to light.



I can’t claim to have as much knowledge of this world’s atrocities as I do mine, but across my life, I’ve picked up a sixth sense for corruption. The idea of noblesse oblige never stopped the aristocracy of my world from kidnapping unwitting peasants off the streets and using them as they saw fit.



But even the worst of those nobles pretended to be benevolent on the surface for a reason. If the common people were to figure out their evil, then of course it wouldn’t stand. Pushing things further than I have already won’t yield results, though. None of the people here have done anything wrong anyway.



No matter how many things I point out, there’s nothing they can do about it, and going further will only make it seem like I’m accusing Rias Gremory.



“I-If you become a high-class devil, you can become a noble and gain the right to start your own peerage,” Rias says suddenly. “You don’t have to start one. Many high-class devils don’t, but you wouldn’t be my servant anymore, if you so wish.”



“Is it easy to become a high-class devil?”



She shakes her head. “But because you’re not human anymore, you’ll live for thousands of years, and will become one eventually. I promise, Hyoudou, I won’t treat you badly.”



I manage to stop myself from pointing out that I can’t refuse her without being hunted. That kind of answer won’t get me anywhere. Nor will starting an insurrection like I did as a part of Night Raid do more than earn me a quick death, considering these devils—that we live for thousands of years.



It seems I’ll have to take a page out of that winged Jaeger’s book and change things from within. The irony nearly makes me smile, but the thought of angel wings reminds me of Yuuma Amano. She’s certainly still alive—and likely allied with that Dohnaseek guy.



“You said the fallen angels are our enemies, right?”



Rias composes herself in record time to nod. “They are.”



“Will I see Yuuma again?”



“Given that she believes she’s completed her mission… it’s unlikely, but if she’s allied with the fallen angel that attacked you last night, there’s a chance. Why? Hyoudou, you have to understand she was lying to you. She doesn’t love you—”



“That’s not it,” I interrupt her. “No matter what, she dies. I’ve got a long life ahead of me to find a way to do that, right?”



She smiles and sits up. “Then, welcome to the Gremory peerage, Hyoudou. I promise, you’ll love it here!”





—⧬⧭⧬—​


The night is cold, but not in the way I remember. The flyer in my hand glows faintly to my eyes. Crimson script, a little devilish symbol printed in the corner. It’s the same summoning circle as the one in the club room.



And it’s the same flyer Issei Hyoudou picked up the day he died. I stare at it for a moment before tucking it into a mailbox.



One down. Several dozen more to go. My first job as a reincarnated devil is simply menial: drop these fliers across the neighbourhood for humans in need to call upon. Most will be ignored. Some will catch the eye of someone desperate enough to call on a devil for help. A member of the peerage will then be summoned to discuss the details of the request, the payment, and to schedule when it will be carried out.



Rias said we could be summoned at any time, but can resist the summoning, after which someone else will be summoned in our place. I only worry about what’ll happen if I’m summoned while sleeping.



By the tenth flyer, I’m bored. By the fifteenth, I’m thinking about the fact that devils, for all their power, still rely on petty contracts to expand their influence. Is there some kind of energy that they gain from fulfilling a wish?



Or is there something more nefarious to gain, like a person’s lifespan or their firstborn child?



“That still happens sometimes,” Ddraig’s baritone voice rumbles between my ears.



I thought you could only talk through the green gemstone on my gauntlet, but apparently not.



“I can do that too, but I’m bonded to your soul, Tatsumi.”



I slide another flyer into a postbox. Do you always talk this much?



“Only when my host is worthy of conversation. You are a warrior. I’ve had many hosts, you know. Some never knew that they carried me within them. But no, to answer your question. Most hosts are not worth my words.”



I laugh a little at that until my situation as an unwilling servant of a well-meaning aristocrat sets in again. What do you think of devil society, Ddraig? They seem perfectly content to enslave one another, and sure, my world was like that too, but I fought against evils like that.



“Broken. Arrogant. Soft. The strong rule the weak, as in nature. But strength rots when it rests too long. When bloodlines become excuses and kings forget what it means to fight their own battles. Grow strong, and the devils will fall head over heels to accommodate you. Freedom from their bonds will not be an issue, then.”



I nod. That sounds about right, seeing that Rias more or less said the same. I glance up. The stars are clear overhead. This world doesn’t feel real yet. Maybe I’ll blink and wake up to see Akame with a bowl of beef stew in her lap.



You think Rias is like those nobles?



“You know she is not.”



The retort is blunt enough to make me smile. Still, he’s right. She seems to want to be a decent person, but wanting alone isn’t enough to enact change. Yet, change must begin with desire anyway.



Rias called the underworld aristocratic, so I’m sure there are poor devils in the underworld under the thumb of some stronger, wealthier devil. Maybe there’s even a revolutionary faction… but if I go about things the same way as when I was a part of Night Raid, will there be a huge number of civilian casualties?



Probably.



Despite us winning, I can’t say that I was satisfied with how things ended up. Sure, Prime Minister Honest manipulated the Emperor into using Shikotauzer in the middle of the capital, but the battle killed too many innocent people, not to mention the collateral damage.



Ddraig’s uncharacteristic quiet is strange to my ears.



“I am not human,” he says, as if it’s the answer to all my questions. “Domination is in my blood… but there is no honour in trampling over the weak.”



So you protect them?



“If they find themselves under my protection. But let me tell you that to rebel against the devils as you are now is tantamount to suicide.”



I’ll ask you this, then: should I try and change things from within like that white-haired teacher who joined the Jaegers then?



Ddraig chuckles. “There’s a key difference between him and you. In the end, his moralising was to cover up his fear. His rage over the deaths of his students was simply overshadowed by his fear of the Empire and their evil if he moved too overtly.”



I frown. He seemed willing to fight in his own way, so I can’t in good faith say that he was a coward. Besides, I’ve not seen whether this society is as rotten from the inside as mine was.



The last flyer disappears from my hand and slips into the last mailbox. The magic is done, and my stack of the things is depleted.



I turn toward home. Without Rias befuddling their minds, I’ll have to handle Issei’s parents myself. The thought only makes the pressure headache behind my eyes throb harder.



“Regardless, stay the course as you have today, Tatsumi. Do not bow where you believe you are right, and these doubts will wane. I’ve waited a long time for a host like you. That Gremory girl may have to worry about not disturbing the stalemate between the three factions, but you are a Red Dragon Emperor.”



And just like that, he’s gone again—but not absent.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Sometimes, the only excuse that won’t unravel tends to be a version of the truth. So, after my paper run, I gave Issei’s parents a rendition of the truth that wouldn’t unnecessarily worry them—the whitest of white lies. A new circle of friends and upperclassmen, thanks to my supposed girlfriend in Rias Gremory, wanted to throw me a party to celebrate.



They seemed happy that I wasn’t spending my evening with Motohama and Matsuda and watching the pornography stashed in the plastic figurine box Issei hid inside his closet. His mother was very specific about its location, too. It seemed Issei had a streak going this week. 



There’s a lingering worry in their eyes, though. Maybe they sense the new distance between me and them. It can’t be helped; I’m not their son, but I feel bad for it.



After school the next day, I head to the club room only to find that there’s no one there. There is, however, a note taped to the table from Rias that says she and Akeno have got study hall after school and that Koneko, Kiba, and I can go home and come back in a couple of hours.



And now I’ve got absolutely nothing to do.



Ddraig speaks up from inside my head. “Perhaps go on a walk. Explore Kuoh. This is a new world that’s quite an upgrade from your own. The faint experiences from Issei Hyoudou’s memories are one thing, but you might as well familiarise yourself with this world.”



Don’t suppose you’d like to be my tour guide? I ask him while descending the school’s empty staircases.



“It’s simply a suggestion on my part.”



The streets are warm in the late afternoon light. Kuoh Academy students still in uniform linger around convenience stores and street corners.



Across from me, a group of even younger kids chase each other past a vending machine. To the dismay of none of his friends, one falls and scrapes his knee. It’s not bad enough that they feel compelled to stop, so he’s left there in the street, crying over his bleeding knee.



A woman in a nun’s habit carrying a suitcase crouches down beside him, and once she’s sure no one’s nearby, she cups her hands over his knee. Pale green light blooms within her hands. The boy’s tears stop. She turns and sees me staring. Her eyes widen just slightly before she waves me over.



I’m surprised that she does for a moment, but I walk over to her.



She waves her hands around dramatically. “C-Can you… explain! To him. That he is all better now?”



“The kid?” I ask.



“You understand me? I-I don’t speak Japanese—wow, you speak Italian!”



Her sudden enthusiasm takes me off guard a bit. She reminds me of the leader of the Path of Peace, but it’s probably because of the necklace she wears on top of her robes. Did she use some kind of magic to heal the boy?



“That’s the symbol of the Christian faith,” Ddraig supplies. “The faction of Heaven; its soldiers are the angels and exorcists.”



“She says you’re all better,” I say, looking down at the starstruck child. “Go on, now. Your friends are almost long gone, see?”



The trio of the boy’s friends stand so far away that they’re colourful smudges on the horizon. So, the little boy scrambles to his feet and bows. “T-Thank you, Sister!”



The nun seems to understand and waves back to him with a smile as she stands. Some of her confidence seems to leave with the boy, because she can’t make eye contact with me anymore. 



Her feet shuffle slightly before she looks up at me. “Are you a local? I-I’m pleased to meet you. My name’s Asia Argento, I’ve been assigned to the local church.”



“Issei Hyoudou,” I reply. “I’m a high school student.”



“U-Um… I seem to be lost. Can you help me find out where this town’s church is?” She stares at the ground. “I’ve had no luck so far. Japanese is a hard language to learn… can you help me?”



I look around for a busy shop—this world doesn’t have Imperial Police wandering around the street so frequently, so convenient help seems to be in demand.



“Use your phone,” Ddraig says.“Do not go to a church as a devil under any circumstances.”



I nearly forgot that I even have one. “One moment,” I say to Asia as I pull it out. Conveniently, there’s a bar at the top that lets me type into it to look for things. “Is it this church? It looks to be the only church in town.”



Asia nods.



“Okay, give me your phone. I’ll give you the address so you can follow its directions.”



With her glowing rectangle held akimbo and her suitcase trailing behind her, she rushes off. Though not before turning back with a bright smile and waving. “Thank you very much, Issei. You’ve been a blessing!”



The infectious happiness on her face makes me smile.



“You’re welcome, Sister Asia.”



Ddraig grumbles between my ears. “Look at you, getting chummy with your enemies.”



Come on. Asia isn’t my enemy.



“You saw her powers, didn’t you? She’s certainly not come to this town for a missionary purpose.”



Ddraig’s cynical warning wipes the smile off my face.



Well… I still hope she doesn’t become my enemy. Asia seems nice enough.



The dragon doesn’t reply.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




“Why, Issei,” Rias says when I return to the club room. “You’re late.”



“I didn’t even know there was a set time to return, but I come bearing gifts,” I reply. “Did you know that there’s a place that sells fried chicken on the outskirts of Kuoh, cause I didn’t? And you’re calling me Issei now?”



“Are you not my boyfriend?”



“Why would you go that far out?” Kiba asks—his question is a welcome distraction from Rias’s flirting. 



“No reason in particular,” I say. “I came up here after school, but thanks to the note, I went on a walk around town.”



Akeno smiles and takes the bags of piping hot food out of my hands. “You should be more careful, Issei. Our influence is strongest here and only wanes the further away from Kuoh Academy you go.”



“You know, you really need a pamphlet or something with all that information, Rias,” I say.



The red-haired girl clears her throat. “President.”



“Pardon?”



“…W-Well, as a member of this club, you must refer to me as ‘President’, Issei.”



I blink a good few times before I think up an answer. “And here I thought I was your boyfriend.”



Akeno lets out a full-on laugh that breaks the astonished silence from our faux-club’s president.



“How forward of you,” Rias says with a coy smile. “I suppose I’ll have to simply let my ‘boyfriend’ do as he pleases. Right, Kiba? Koneko?”



“My parents seem to think we’re an item thanks to you, and since I’m using you as the very convenient excuse for my late-night outings, you’ll have to take responsibility.”



Kiba meets my gaze before he turns to her. “I’m inclined to agree with him, President. One must take responsibility for one’s actions.”



Rias gasps and clutches her chest at the betrayal. Meanwhile, Koneko happily tears into a chicken drumstick and seems content to not get involved despite Rias’s gaze. 



“Oh, alright then,” says Rias. “But at the very least, you’ll refer to me as President if we have to talk in front of the other students.”



I shrug. “I don’t mind that. Adhering to a command structure that doesn’t exist just seemed a bit much to me.”



“Does that mean you’ll call me ‘M’lady’ if I ask you to?”



“She’s got you there, partner.”



I ignore Ddraig’s amused laughter rumbling between my ears and reach for a piece of fried chicken. When in doubt, Koneko’s method of not engaging seems to do the trick. After poking some more fun at me, Rias, Akeno, and Kiba sit down too.



We eat in a companionable silence despite yesterday’s tense greeting. When we’re done, Koneko leaves the club room to throw away the paper bags and acquire sweets from the vending machine outside the building. The door barely clicks shut before Rias’s phone gives a sharp buzz from the table, and whatever she sees on its surface pulls her pretty features into a frown.



“What is it?” I ask.



Akeno circles the sofa to look at the request before an equally worried look forms on her face. Her gaze flicks between Rias’s phone and my face. “It’s a mission from Archduke Gremory. There’s been a stray devil sighting in the town, and because the offended peerage has waived their right to pursue, that task has fallen to us since Kuoh is our territory.”



Rias stares at the phone for a moment longer before locking the screen and setting it down.



“It’s not far. North edge of town in an abandoned building that’s been scheduled for demolition for years,” she says. “We’ll handle it.”



That last part is pointed. She doesn’t look at me when she says it. Akeno shifts beside her. Kiba’s mouth tightens, just slightly. It’s almost funny. They think I’ll argue or preach. Maybe they’re even trying to spare me from compromising my morals.



I stretch my legs out as I stand. “What do we know about this so-called stray devil?”



Rias glances at me now. There’s a moment of hesitation before she answers. “She escaped her peerage, killed two pawns on her way out. She’s not been in Kuoh long—a few weeks at most—but she’s been feeding on the local human populace.”



I nod slowly. “So she’s a killer?”



“Yes,” Akeno says.



The silence that follows is loaded.



Rias leans forward. “You don’t have to come. Issei.”



“I know,” I say. “But I want to see what the underworld’s so-called monsters look like.”



Kiba’s the one who finally speaks. “Based on our conversation yesterday, you don’t trust that we’re good people, do you?”



The lovely evening’s atmosphere vanishes like a candle in the wind. There’s no small measure of hurt in Rias’ eyes. I nearly feel guilty until I remember that they hadn’t seemed to think of the cruel eventuality of the peerage system until I pointed it out.



They hadn’t even thought of it as slavery when that conclusion was right in front of their eyes. For all their lives, my new peers had been enforcers of a system they hadn’t thought to question. Not out of any malevolence, but because they assumed that those issuing the orders were as well-meaning as they were.



Or perhaps they didn’t have any choice but to accept things as they are. I’ve no clue, because I don’t know them. But I once made the mistake of thinking everyone was as kind as me, only to find my childhood friends chained and tortured in my benefactor’s basement.



“Remember my warning, partner: to rebel as you are now is suicide.”



Ddraig’s voice only reminds me of a truth I’m already well aware of. But am I the only one who can see the tragedy here? Even if she didn’t kill innocent people, Rias’s father would have ordered her death simply for the sin of desiring freedom.



No one says a word when we reach the site. The building is rotting. Broken windows give me a glimpse of rusted stairwells.



Darkness blankets the world, and I feel all the stronger for it. Against the night, I feel like I’m wearing Incursio.



Rias takes point with her hands on her hips. Behind her are Akeno and Koneko, with Kiba and I to bring up the rear. He holds out his hand and in the same instant, a magic circle different to the one etched into the club room forms at his feet.



A sword floats out of it, hilt first and into Kiba’s welcoming grip.



“Can you make me one?” I whisper to him.



Despite the cooling anger I can see in his grey eyes, he summons a perfectly ordinary sword with a brown leather grip into my hand. It’s almost pathetic-looking compared to his sword. A metal stick can’t compare to a shard of darkness, but I don’t complain lest I make him angrier than I have already.



“Once it breaks, it’ll disappear,” Kiba mutters. “It’s no sturdier than a regular sword, so be aware of that. Even if it doesn’t break, it’ll disappear eventually.”



I close my eyes and draw on Ddraig’s presence within me—I barely open them when the Boosted Gear materialises in a flash of light against my eyelids.



“BOOST!”



The gemstone within the Boosted Gear flashes a brilliant emerald. I can feel a swell of electrifying energy underneath my skin. Like I can run without stopping for the rest of my life.



Rias marches up to me and takes my armoured left hand in hers, earlier’s argument forgotten. “T-That’s… the Boosted Gear! It looks completely different to the Twice Critical I saw when Dohnaseek attacked you. See? This gemstone wasn’t there before!”



I stare at the gemstone. “…That definitely wasn’t there before.”



“Of course it wasn’t. Why would I grant a pervert like Issei Hyoudou my power without making him prove himself to me first?”



“…I smell blood,” Koneko murmurs, covering her nose with the sleeve of her uniform.



Blood? I tilt my head back, but the moment I do, a presence I can only describe as evil descends on the field outside of the building. I might not have been able to smell the blood Koneko pointed out, but the sixth sense I’d honed through years of combat told me that something was approaching.



“What is this stench? Certainly not human—devils?” The hushed voice rises from the field we were wading through.



Rias scoffs. “Stray Devil Viser, you wretch. Your sins are worthy of a thousand deaths. In the name of Archduke Gremory and the peerage that you so callously abandoned, we will purge you from this world!”



The provocation draws a shadow out of the earth, and from it emerges a giggling woman. Her lower half is obscured in a writhing mass of shadow that towers her naked form over us.



She fondles her breasts at the sight of us. “Insolent girl. Would you like me to stain your body to match your crimson hair?”



Ten seconds pass when the green gemstone in my gauntlet flashes bright. “BOOST!”



The shadows part from the rest of her body, revealing a mass of misshapen flesh standing on countless, clawed arms and legs. Dark pustules pulse against the skin of her lower body, and a crimson serpent juts out from the base of her spine to coil around her waist.



“Issei,” Rias turns to say. “This is what happens when a devil succumbs to their basest instincts. Their soul and body become as ugly as the evils they commit.”



I move past her.



“Viser,” my voice catches her gaze. “How many?”



She tilts her head. “How many what, handsome?”



“How many people have you killed?”



“A handful? A dozen? Maybe more. They were all so warm. So loud. Their screams made such beautiful music after I had my way with them.”



“And before that—did your King mistreat you?”



Her eyes overflow with rage. “He kept me caged. Treated me like a thing. Let me loose in Rating Games like something to use and then lock away. I deserved freedom.”



“You did,” I say. That makes her pause her fondling to look at me with curiosity. “But not like this.”



Behind me, Rias murmurs, “Issei, don’t let her get in your head—”



“She’s already made her choice,” I reply without turning. “I just wanted to confirm something, Rias.”



Ddraig?



“I’m with you, partner,” he says. “This maggot will die a swifter death than she deserves.”



I look down at my frowning reflection in the Boosted Gear.



“BOOST!”



The Red Dragon’s power roars through me for the third time, a brilliant verdant flame. My body tenses, my gaze sharpens, and my senses flare. The stray’s eyes widen. She starts to move back, but she’s far too slow.



I close the distance in a single step. One clean motion. My sword tears through her from top to bottom. The slash covers me in her blood, and her warped body topples to the ground on either side of my sword.



As it falls, each eye stares at me, asking why I killed her. The swollen pustules burst. Dark fluid seeps into and consumes the surrounding grass with a greedy hiss.



I lower my sword. “Viser… you stopped being a victim the moment you made someone else one.”
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Kuoh Academy is slightly emptier on weekends, though a not insignificant number of students still attend various club activities. Of course, the Occult Research Club isn’t any different. After killing Viser, Rias told me to come in the next morning, and I arrive to find her sitting behind her desk, fingers steepled.



“Good morning, Rias. Where is everyone?”



“Issei.” She nods and smiles. “Akeno is currently in the shower, so you may as well take a seat and wait for her to finish.”



Only then do I pick up on the hiss of water and a shapely silhouette against the plastic curtain separating the shower from the club room proper.



“Now, now.” Rias’s voice is thick with amusement. “It’s not polite to peep at a lady.”



The steam curling from behind the curtain thickens. I look away, jaw clenched, but the silhouette is burned into my mind already.



Long legs, delicate curves, and the faint outline of someone who knows they’re being watched and revels in it.



“She likes to take her time,” Rias says. “Hot water relaxes her. You should try it sometime. Being relaxed, that is. You seem tense, Issei. I wonder why.”



I don’t respond. My eyes settle on a bookcase to my left. Not the silhouette to my right. The curtain slides open with a whisper, and damp, warm air floods the room. I glance over before I can stop myself.



Akeno steps out with a towel coiled around her hair and a thin, silk bathrobe clinging to her still-wet skin. The robe hangs dangerously low on her chest and barely reaches her thighs. Water beads on her collarbone, sliding down her chest, and when she notices my gaze, Akeno smiles like a cat.



“Oh my,” she says. “Did I make you wait?”



“Not too long,” Rias answers, clearly enjoying how uncomfortable I am.



Akeno crosses the room without rushing. She pauses behind my chair and leans down just enough to let a whisper of warmth brush my ear. I stay silent.



“She’s just playing. That’s what Akeno does.”



Akeno giggles, straightening back and leaving the burn of her hand on my shoulder. “You wound me, President. I’ll have you know I’m completely serious in my advances.”



“She’ll dress in a moment,” Rias says, brushing aside the tension like it’s all a game. “In the meantime… I think it’s time for your first contract. Given its nature, I was going to assign this to Kiba, but after our little performance a few days ago, I thought you might appreciate the request’s irony.”



“What kind of contract is it?” I ask.



“That would spoil the surprise, Issei.” Rias leans back in her chair, clearly enjoying herself. “Walk into the teleportation circle and find out. Akeno, are you ready?”



“Yes, President.” She’s not changed yet, but I do my best to ignore her.



“Stand in the middle of the circle, Issei.”



The circle carved into the floor glows red when it activates. Oddly, it reminds me of the Imperial Arm that teleported Esdeath and I to that one remote island.



Before I can blink, the world dissolves into crimson light, and I open them to what looks like a high-end apartment, all glass and empty spaces that scream wealth. There’s a girl standing by the window. She spins around when the red flash from my arrival washes against her back.



“I-It actually worked!”



She’s maybe eighteen, nineteen at most, with short black hair and expensive clothes that look like they’ve never seen a day of wear.



But there’s something desperate in her dark eyes.



“You called for devil services?” I ask. “I’m… Tatsumi. Nice to meet you.”



“I—y-yes, but I didn’t think—you look so young!” She takes a shaky breath, composing herself. “Sorry. My name is Junko Hayakawa. I need… I need someone to pretend to be my boyfriend. Just for one dinner. With my family.”



“Why?” I ask.



Junko’s laugh is bitter. “Because I’ve been the perfect daughter for eighteen years. Quiet, obedient, never caused a single problem. And now that I’m finally away from home and in college, I’ve realised how much I hate it.” She turns back to the window, looking out at the morning rush. “They expect me to come home and slip right back into being their little doll. Do whatever they want me to do, say whatever they want me to say.”



“And what is that you want me to do?”



“I want them to see that I’m not the same person who left.” She faces me again. “I want them to know I can make my own choices. Can you help me?”



I take a moment to think—and all the while, Junko grows more nervous. She never answered my question.



“What do you need me to do?”



The relief on her face is immediate and overwhelming. “T-Thank you! Oh, thank you. I—the dinner is tonight, but first we need to make you look the part.” She’s already moving, grabbing a purse that probably costs more than Issei’s parents make in a month. “You look too… nice. That has to change for this to work.”



Kuoh’s shopping district is a sprawl of boutiques and salons that cater to people with more money than sense. Junko drags me through it on a military campaign.



“Leather jacket,” she says, pulling one off a rack without looking at the price tag. “Dark blue jeans, we can keep the red shirt you’re wearing. Boots—hmm, not dress shoes, boots. Something that looks like you could kick someone’s teeth in.”



The clerk at the first store watches us with barely concealed horror as Junko transforms me from a schoolboy to a thug that wouldn’t look out of place in one of the Capital’s seedier districts.



The jacket is real leather, the boots are steel-toed, and the jeans fit like they were made for me.



“Perfect,” Junko says, stepping back to admire her work. “Now the hair.”



I frown. “I like my hair.”



Or rather, I like Issei’s hairstyle—it’s the one thing he’s ever done that I approve of.



She raises her hands in self-defence. “It’s lovely, but it just needs some contrast! I won’t change it too much, I promise!”



Thus, the salon is next. A thin man with artistic pretensions takes one look at me and immediately understands what Junko wants. My hair gets cut shorter on the sides, longer on top, and he keeps the longer locks at the back, but styles everything else to look deliberately messy.



“Now for jewellery,” Junko announces.



“Aren’t you spending an awful amount on—”



“Trust me.” She’s already dragging me toward another shop by the arm. “A few pieces. Rings and a necklace. Nothing too flashy, but enough to complete the look.”



By the time we’re done, Junko’s taken a hammer to the familiarity I’d managed to build between Issei’s body and my self-image. The reflection stares back with sharp edges, leather and steel, and an attitude.



“You look perfect,” Junko says, practically glowing with satisfaction. “Now, for the final touch—you need to know how to act.”



“We’ll tour the rougher parts of town,” she explains as we leave the shopping district with my bags loaded in my arms. “So you can observe how real delinquents behave.”



I look at the designer shopping bags, then at her. “Maybe we should drop these off first—”



“Don’t worry about it,” she says with a carefree wave. “What’s the worst that could happen?”



This is where her plan goes sideways. The worst that could happen, apparently, is exactly what I expected would happen.



We’re three blocks into the seedier part of Kuoh when they appear—five guys in their early twenties who think intimidation is a substitute for personality. Junko and I had been attracting looks till then, but I managed to scare off most by glaring and yelling, “What’re you lookin’ at!”, much to her amusement.



These lot, though, probably couldn’t believe their luck when they spotted a rich girl and her companion wandering around with obvious wealth.



“Hey there, pretty lady,” the leader calls out as they corner us by coming out of the exit of an alley. He’s got a spider web tattoo on his neck. “Nice bags you got there.”



Junko goes rigid beside me, finally understanding that wandering around with tons of expensive stuff wasn’t a smart decision. But she doesn’t run. Instead, she grabs my arm, looking up at me with something between fear and excitement as she takes my bags.



“What are you gonna do about it, boyfriend?” she whispers.



I look at the five thugs, then at Junko’s expectant face, and grudgingly extract my arm from her grip.



“Stay behind me,” I tell her.



The leader laughs. “Ooh, tough guy. What are you gonna—”



I hit him before he finishes the sentence. He goes down hard, blood streaming from his nose. The others hesitate for a crucial second—and the hesitation costs them. I bury my elbow in the second’s solar plexus. He doubles over, gasping, and when the third tries to grab me from behind, I pivot and drive a knee into his face.



It’s over in less than a minute. Five thugs lay scattered on the alley floor, groaning and bleeding, while I stand over them without even breathing hard.



I turn to check on Junko, expecting to find her terrified or shocked at the violence. Instead, she’s grinning like she’s just witnessed the most entertaining thing in her life.



“That was incredible! You’re perfect—this is definitely going to work!”



Hours later, it’s time for dinner.



The Hayakawa family home is exactly what I expected. A dark car drives us past the security guard at the gate of a house that wouldn’t look out of place in the Capital.



“Remember—” She whispers as we approach the front door. “—you’re supposed to be the kind of guy they’d never approve of.”



I nod. “Got it.”



The door opens before we can knock. An older woman stands there—Junko’s mother, based on the resemblance. Her smile is polite until she sees me. Then, it freezes and falls.



“Junko,” she says carefully. “You didn’t mention that a friend of yours would be joining us.”



“This is Tatsumi,” Junko says, slipping her arm through mine. “My boyfriend. I thought it’d be best to introduce him to you the minute I returned from college.”



The temperature in the room drops ten degrees, and the dinner is a masterclass in working through barely contained horror. The family sits around a low table that probably belonged to their ancestors—Junko’s father in his expensive suit, trying to maintain dignity, and her mother flickering between politeness and panic.



Her two older sisters can’t seem to decide whether to be scandalised or terrified.



“So, Tatsumi, was it?” the father says, voice carefully neutral. “What do you do? Do you attend university, perhaps?”



“Nah. I train martial arts,” I say, keeping my voice rough. “But I’m a handyman by day. Fixin’ stuff. Why?”



The oldest sister—Keiko, according to Junko’s briefing—makes a small choking sound. She’s the type who married exactly who her parents wanted and can’t comprehend deviation from their script.



“How… interesting,” the mother says. “And where did you meet our Junko?”



This is where Junko’s planning pays off. “He saved me from some thugs near the station on my first day at college,” she says, gazing at me with manufactured adoration. “Five guys tried to corner me, and Tatsumi just… handled them.”



I grunt an acknowledgement. In reality, I’m watching the family dynamics, seeing how power flows around this table. The father is the nominal head, judging that the sisters look more to the mother than the father.



The middle sister—Sayuri—tries for a somewhat supportive smile at Junko that freezes midway at a look from her mother.



Keiko, however, follows every cue from her parents like a trained dog. “How romantic. Though I hope you’re being careful, Junko. Not all that glitters is gold.”



Junko’s grip on my arm tightens. “I can take care of myself,” she says. “Tatsumi’s even been teaching me self-defence.”



“Violence—” Keiko’s voice is dismissive. “—truly the most enlightened of pursuits.”



I lean forward slightly, letting some genuine menace creep into my posture. “Problem? I don’t think I appreciate the tone you’re takin’ with her.”



Keiko goes pale and shrinks back in her seat. “No,” she replies with a forced smile. “No problem.”



Sayuri finds the courage to smile at Junko, who returns the gesture with ten times its radiance.



The rest of the dinner passes in uncomfortable silence, broken only by the parents’ attempts at stilted conversation with me. Junko fields questions about her studies and plans for the future, all the while maintaining the fiction that I’m part of those plans.



Every mention of me makes her parents twitch, like they’re afraid I might contaminate their perfect daughter just by existing.



As we’re leaving, the mother makes one last attempt to separate her from me. “Junko, perhaps Tatsumi would like us to arrange a car for him—”



“That’s alright,” Junko says brightly. “I’ll take him home myself. Need to say hi to his parents too, don’t I?”



The look that passes between her parents could freeze hell.



We barely make it down the paved road to the gate before Junko breaks down laughing. Not the polite, restrained laughter of a wealthy young lady, but deep, body-shaking howls of pure joy. The security guards at the gate glance at her when she has to lean against the gate to keep from falling over.



“Did you see—” She gasps with tears streaming down her face. “—did you see Keiko’s face when you looked at her? I thought she was going to piss herself!”



She fumbles through her purse and pulls out an envelope.



“Your payment,” she says, pressing it into my hands. “Fifty thousand yen, as promised.”



“Use this opportunity,” I tell her. “Don’t let them drag you back in.”



Her expression softens. “Thank you, really. I know this was just a job for you, but…” She shakes her head. “I feel like I can breathe for the first time in years.”



“What will you do once this wears off?”



Junko’s smile turns wicked. “I’ll summon you again. Maybe since then, you’ll have been to prison. Maybe you’ll join a gang and become their enforcer. Though, give me your phone for a moment, please.”



“Why?” I ask, even as I pass it to her. When she returns it, I notice that she’s added herself as a contact on my phone.



“It’s a necessity to keep them off my back for a little longer,” she says with a wink, passing me the leaflet she used to request my services.



“We’ll send you new leaflets every month from here on out now that you’re a customer,” I say. “Send me the address later.”



“Okay—also, I’ll leave you a glowing review!”



Once I’m far enough, I bite the tip of my thumb hard enough to draw blood and print it onto the magic circle imbued into the flyer. A crimson teleportation circle activates around my feet, pulling me back to the Occult Research Club room.



Rias looks me up and down appraisingly over a cup of tea. “…I’m not mad at this new look.”



“Where is everyone?” I ask.



“Extending their services to our clients,” she replies. “How did your first contract go?”



I think about Junko’s relieved laughter and slide the envelope across the table for Rias to look through with a smile.



“Better than expected,” I say.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




I get a day off from devilry after my contract with Junko. After school on Monday, Kiba picks me up from class, awkwardly friendly after the events of our stray hunt. He takes me to the old gymnasium at Kuoh Academy. There’s a newer, bigger one, rendering this one abandoned. Somehow, Rias has a key for the chained padlock and has been using it for training.



Inside, dust motes drift through the afternoon light, streaming in from windows that haven’t been properly cleaned. Rias stands in the centre of what used to be a basketball court, but the faded lines have been covered by thin chalk marks forming a perfect duelling area.



“Let’s call this a reset,” she says, addressing the group with the kind of authority that comes naturally to someone born to lead. “There were… misunderstandings a few days ago. And I know that trust takes work. So, today, we work.”



I shrug off my school blazer, leaving me in my red shirt and school pants.



Koneko stretches in silence near the wall. Kiba is down to a black vest and folds his blazer and white school shirt. Beside his clothes, Akeno hovers over a clipboard, ready to record whatever data Rias wants collected.



“Fifteen laps to warm up,” Rias calls out. 



Koneko takes point without being asked, setting a pace that’s fast but not punishing. Kiba falls in beside her. They chat quietly about something I can’t catch. I match their rhythm, gauging how much strain I can take before I need to drop back and run at my own pace.



Surprisingly, I hung on the entire way.



Afterwards, we meet in the ring for sparring after the warm-up, and Kiba creates a sword for me.



“You had a good downward slash when we fought the stray,” he says.



Rias calls out from a bench, “Issei, why don’t we see how the Boosted Gear works by having you spar?”



I shrug.



“Very well, President,” Kiba says.



The Boosted Gear clamps onto my left arm with a brilliant flash and Ddraig’s throaty call:



“BOOST!”



Ten seconds later, the Sacred Gear’s power kicks in automatically.



“BOOST!”



Rias raises her hand. “Alright, begin!”



Kiba tests my defence with a series of quick strikes. Issei wasn’t a swordsman, but Kiba’s holding back enough that I can react. The two boosts make things easy, but if I parry everything—or worse, riposte—flawlessly, it’ll only make them suspicious.



They already look at me strangely because I’m not as perverted as Issei, so I only parry one, intentionally making it look haphazard.



“Okay, that’s enough boosting,” I mutter.



“EXPLOSION!”



Harnessing the boosted power dancing beneath my flesh, I pack it into a single downward slash that forces Kiba back to the far side of the room.



The impact reverberates through the gymnasium like a gunshot.



“RESET!”



“You can stack the boosts and unleash them in one attack?” Akeno calls from her position near the wall, scribbling onto her clipboard.



I take a deep breath and nod. Kiba leaves the ring.



After a five-minute rest, Koneko replaces him. She bows to me once, then moves. I focus on the Boosted Gear. I don’t need to wait for ten seconds. Despite temporarily stopping its automatic boosting function when I sparred Kiba, the timer continues until ten seconds have passed.



The next power-up is instant.



“BOOST!”



The surge in strength isn’t as great as the initial one when I fought Kiba. But as Ddraig put it, the Boosted Gear uses my current combat power as a reference.



I manage to read Koneko’s footwork as she closes the distance. Her attacks are simple, but blockable, even while pretending to be a novice.



Ten seconds pass.



“BOOST!”



Then I slip up—and not intentionally. What looks like a straightforward punch is a feint. She pivots at the last second, her real attack coming in the form of a spinning elbow from an angle I didn’t expect.



The force of her attack smashes through my sword, even though I barely raise it in time, and snaps my entire torso to the side. The boosted power suddenly drains out of me.



My gauntlet’s glowing emerald dims, and a deep fatigue sets into my limbs.



“It seems sufficiently powerful attacks reset the boosted power,” Akeno announces. “There was no call for ‘Explosion’ this time. I wonder what its function is.”



“I warned you not to fight while boosting, Tatsumi,” Ddraig says between my ears. “Better that you boost, and then cease the function until you need it. If you continue to boost every ten seconds, the power won’t have time to stabilise, and as you saw, a sufficiently powerful hit can render the fruits of your labour worthless.”



“Too slow,” Koneko says flatly, but there’s no malice in her voice.



I straighten, nodding as I catch my breath. “Noted.”



Koneko goes over to Rias and Akeno, who give her a bag of sweets. Before I can sit down on the floor, Kiba tosses me a water bottle.



“Thanks,” I say.



His smile is tight. “I… wanted to apologise for how I behaved. I hate to bring up bad memories, but given how you died, I understand why you don’t have the best opinion of anything supernatural. Regardless, hearing you imply that we weren’t good people based on nothing you could prove made me angry. But being so caustic to you was petty, so I’m sorry, Hyoudou.”



“I get it,” I reply. “No hard feelings here, believe me. I’m still a little sceptical of everything—but you guys seem like decent people.”



It’s strange. Based on the simple fact that I am Rias Gremory’s servant, I’m more willing to give Asia the nun more of a chance than these people, who seem to be trying to do right by me, all things considered. Sure, they only stand to benefit from my cooperation, but from what I can see, they deserve a little grace on my part.



Or at least give them a fair shot before I make a value judgement. After all, there’s nothing but morality that stops Rias Gremory from abusing her powers.



As we get ready to head out, Rias steps forward with Akeno’s clipboard in her hands. Her eyes are bright with the satisfaction of a day’s well-wrought work.



“After some careful observation, I believe I’ve figured out how the Boosted Gear works,” she announces. “It’s not a doubling of your power every ten seconds—it only doubles your power the first time. Otherwise, you’d have been much faster and stronger. Instead, it takes your doubled base power and seems to boost it by an undefined amount that increases with each consecutive boost.”



She launches into her explanation that emphasises how weak I currently am and why I am the only limitation on the Boosted Gear’s power.



Ddraig rumbles amusedly within my mind. “Verily.”



“And this explains why Issei had to use his sacred gear constantly,” Rias concludes, tapping the last chart with obvious satisfaction. “Despite the risk of losing all his boosted power, his base power isn’t strong enough to let him keep up with just one or two boosts. So from now on, it’ll be best if you boost as necessary beforehand rather than in battle.”



After a moment of silence, I applaud her. “You got it more or less spot-on. That’s pretty much what Ddraig told me.”



“I’m sorry, what?” Rias says, slowly lowering her clipboard. “Ddraig?”



“He’s my friend, the Welsh Dragon.”



The Boosted Gear flares with emerald light, and Ddraig’s voice fills the gymnasium with dry amusement. “Well met, devils. I am Ddraig—the Red Dragon Emperor of Domination. Slayer of gods and devils alike. Unfortunately for you, Gremory, I’ve already explained the fundamentals of the Boosted Gear to him.”



Rias stares at the gauntlet, then at me, then at her clipboard. “I spent the entire afternoon yesterday thinking about this—”



“And you were very diligent about it. Five stars.”



“…Thank you,” she says, her voice flat with the kind of disbelief that comes from realising your efforts amount to nothing through no fault of your own. “But it was a waste of time, it seems.”



“He didn’t have the heart to interrupt you. If anything, blame him for being a coward, girl.”



“She’s going to scream,” Koneko observes.



After a sharp inhale, Rias wilts against the wall with her clipboard dangling. “…I could’ve been in bed.”



I bend down. “For what it’s worth, this was a good team exercise. I think I got to know Kiba and Koneko a little more. This was better than Ddraig’s ramblings, too. His voice tends to put me to sleep.”



“Hmph. I’ll have you know that I’ve received compliments on my voice, you knave.”



Rias looks up, though her eyes linger on the flashing gemstone. “Really?” She straightens slightly, some of the wounded pride fading from her expression. “Well… when you put it that way, I suppose the exercise wasn’t completely pointless. I did do this to build some trust between us, after all.”



Outside, the sounds of normal school life continue—students heading home after some extra studying alongside distant yells coming from the main gymnasium.



I wasn’t sure whether I trusted these people yet, but at the very least, I’d allow them to earn it.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Three days later, Rias assigns me one of Koneko’s overflow contracts—she has two requests set for the same evening, and I’m covering the second one. A routine house call to find out what they want and then granting that request.



“Just a standard contract,” Rias explains, handing me the flyer. “Hop into the circle when you’re ready.”



Crimson light engulfs me, and when it fades, I’m standing in someone’s dark hallway. Light spills across half of it from an open room, but the crumpled devil flyer a few steps ahead of me sets off alarm bells in my head. Seeing that the teleportation circle on the flyer isn’t destroyed, my mind points to one conclusion.



This is a trap.



I arm myself with the Boosted Gear and poke my head around the corner.



A man—presumably my client—is crucified against the far wall. Hands spread wide, and his feet nailed together. His head hangs forward, and there’s so much blood pooled beneath him that I know he’s been dead for some time.



Standing in the centre of the room to admire his handiwork is a figure with wild white hair in a gold and ivory robe. He seems too absorbed in his grisly work to notice me.



“BOOST!”



The sound makes the man look up, his face lighting up with pure delight when he sees me.



“Oh, wonderful!” he exclaims, spinning around to face me fully. “A devil! And just when I was getting bored!” He gestures at the crucified corpse with his blade. “Your thrall here didn’t last nearly as long as I hoped. I barely got through half of his punishment before he died on me.”



“What thrall? You killed an innocent person,” I say.



“Innocent?” He throws back his head and laughs. “No one who’d call upon you hell-spawn is innocent. In fact, you should have seen the look in his eyes when he realised his precious devil flyer wasn’t going to save him.”



But as I am now, even with a boost, engaging him is risky. And from what I can tell, boosting multiple times is exclusively a feature of the Boosted Gear. If he realises that I have it, will he try and kill me before I become a threat? My intuition tells me he’s the kind of person to grow intoxicated at the sound of his voice.



I don’t stop the Boosted Gear from powering me up a second time.



“BOOST!”



“Who are you?” I ask.



“Ooh, the Red Dragon Emperor! Even better! Do you know how many devil-worshippers I’ve put an end to, hm?” He smiles widely. “My name is Freed Sellzen. I’m an exorcist, set on eradicating you beings of darkness and those who would follow you from this world. That is the sole purpose behind my existence.”



“Why torture the man? Some man of God you are.”



Freed Sellzen shrugs. “We all have our vices, I’m afraid. He’s certainly not innocent—and neither are you, devil.”



My Sacred Gear kicks into effect just as my rage boils over.



“BOOST!”



I move faster than he expects, closing the distance between us in a single step. My fist connects with his solar plexus, and he doubles over, the blessed blade clattering to the floor. The third surge of power flows through me like liquid fire. When Freed tries to scramble for his weapon, I kick him away and pick it up myself.



A stark white blade ignites out of its hilt, and there’s an instinctual unease at how close the weapon is to me.



Freed lifts his arm to aim his gun. “These are devil-purging holy rounds, abomination!”



I dart behind the cover of one of the sofas, before my sacred gear kicks in again.



“BOOST!”



Solid light bullets puncture and pierce the couch. Eventually, he’ll hit me, so I back away into the corridor while still hiding behind the couch until I hear the click of his gun. I don’t let him finish reloading.



I end the automatic boost feature.



“EXPLOSION!”



The sound startles him only as long as it takes me to barrel over the couch and grab him by the throat. I can feel the night enhancing me in tandem with the draconic power coursing through my body from crown to toe.



His neck snaps in my grip.



Without sparing a moment, I carry his corpse over to the wall opposite his victim, grab the hammer and box of nails he’d left scattered on the floor, and proceed to crucify him exactly as he’d done to the innocent man who requested Koneko’s services.



When I step back, Freed Sellzen’s corpse hangs spread-eagled against the wall, arms outstretched, head lolling forward: a message for his allies, once they find him. The room falls silent except for the sound of my breathing.



Light, hesitant steps reach my ears until a young woman appears in the hallway opposite the living room.



“Father Freed, I’ve finished establishing a perimeter in case any devils—” Her words cut off abruptly at the carnage before her. “…F-Father Freed?”



Her green eyes take in the crucified corpse on the wall, the blood on the floor, and me standing in the middle of it all with Freed’s holy blade still in my pocket. I look down and only then notice that I’m covered in blood.



Her face goes white as paper.



“Oh… oh no…” she whispers, one hand flying to cover her mouth. Tears well in her eyes.



I recognise her now that she’s not half-draped in darkness. It’s Sister Asia, the priestess who asked me for directions a handful of days ago.



“I told you, Tatsumi,” Ddraig says. “Beware where the Church are concerned.”



I can still salvage this. Judging by her reaction, she doesn’t seem to know.



“A fight is the likelier option.”



I don’t want to kill someone who doesn’t deserve it. She doesn’t seem like she was aware of any of this… so talking is the only option. But can I convince her that a man of her faith was in the wrong when I’m a literal devil?



“Asia…” I say slowly, through gritted teeth. I don’t want to have to kill her, but I know that if I have to, I will. “I know this looks damning, but he was torturing an innocent man, so I gave him a taste of his own medicine.”



“B-But Father Freed said this man was soliciting the aid of a devil… and we were only meant to convince him he was wrong and invite him towards salvation.” She looks up with those sad, big green eyes of hers. “…If you’re here, then that means you’re the devil, Issei.”



“Do you believe that I’m a bad person because I’m a devil?” I ask her.



She goes to shake her head but stops. Tears drop like crystals from her eyes. “B-But look what you did to this man and F-Father Freed!”



“I didn’t kill this man. And unlike what was done to the poor bastard, I killed Freed before I nailed him to the wall as a message for those who’d support his actions. …I just didn’t know that person would be you. Asia, is this what the Church does behind closed doors and calls justice?”



Amidst all of this, the small voice in my head can’t help but regret being so quick to alienate the Gremory peerage. Despite being tantamount to slavery, the peerage system is at least a little better than the Church breaking into people’s homes and massacring them in the dead of night for the sin of asking for help.



“The Church isn’t like that!” I’m more surprised that the usually shy girl would raise her voice than anything, but she mistakes my surprise for anger and shrinks. “I-I—we aren’t with the Church. Father Freed and I were… excommunicated.”



“For what?” I ask.



“My Sacred Gear, Twilight Healing, can heal anyone. Even devils. For doing so, I was banished as a heretic.”



“And Freed?”



Asia looks away. “…For killing wantonly. H-He said he killed exorcists who strayed from God’s teaching, b-but the way he described it—”



“Partner,” Ddraig’s voice steals my attention. “If she and that exorcist aren’t with the Church, then there’s only one other alternative.”



I know, Ddraig.



“Because I was cast out by the Church, the Fallen took me in. Officially speaking, I’m not a member of the Church anymore.”



I swallow. “Do you know a woman called Yuuma Amano?”



She shakes her head. “N-No. Should I?”



“Forget it,” I say. “Asia, you seem to be a good person—I can’t believe you’d be wrapped up in this kind of stuff if you had the choice. But if you were—”



“N-No!” Her throat wobbles, and she grabs fistfuls of her nun’s habit. “My life was never supposed to b-be like this. I-I wanted to become a nun and help people with my Sacred Gear.”



“You still can,” I say. “Maybe not the way you planned, but you can still help people. Starting with yourself.”



The light from the room doesn’t quite reach her, but I can see her well enough. I take in her trembling and her doubt, as well as the hope that cranes her neck, despite everything.



“…I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she whispers.



I offer her my hand. “Then come with me.”



She hesitates—then, slowly, extends her hand to take it. Asia looks back at the bodies left behind in the room, but before she turns fully, I gently yank her away.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Everyone is here.



Rias stands near her desk. Akeno’s seated with a cup of tea in her hands. Koneko rises from the couch without a word, eyes locked on the trembling girl at my side. Kiba stiffens where he leans against the wall.



Asia hovers just behind me, half-hiding in the folds of her habit. Her eyes are wide, taking in the gothic furniture and red velvet walls with open wonder—and fear. She flinches when Koneko shifts slightly, as if she’s waiting for one of them to attack her.



“Let me explain,” I say.



Rias tilts her head. “You’d better.”



“This is Asia Argento,” I begin. “She was with an exorcist who tried to ambush me tonight after killing the client.”



“That would be one of Koneko’s clients?” Kiba asks.



I nod. “He killed the client and lay in wait to lure in a devil. It worked. But he didn’t expect me.”



“Past tense?” Akeno notes. “Did you kill him?”



“Yes.”



Rias looks over my shoulder at Asia. “And her?”



“She wasn’t in the house when I arrived,” I say. “I don’t even think she was present when he killed her. She came in after it was over, and when she saw what I did to her partner, we talked for long enough that I managed to figure out she wasn’t involved and convince her to come with me.”



Asia peeks out behind me. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone…”



I gesture to her. “She’s been excommunicated. For healing devils with her sacred gear, apparently. The Church tossed her aside, then the fallen angels took her in.”



“And you brought her here?” Rias asks.



I meet her gaze. “She had nowhere else to go. And unlike Freed, she didn’t enjoy the killing. She’s not like him.”



“That’s not what I asked.”



My jaw clenches. “Then yes. I brought her here without asking. Because it was the right thing to do. And after I killed Freed, the Fallen won’t be coming for her.”



A long pause stretches between us.



Then Koneko walks forward. Her eyes sweep over Asia with blunt appraisal. Asia tenses as Koneko gets close. But when Koneko offers her a wrapped candy, her eyes go wide. 



“You saved her,” Rias says slowly. “But you also disobeyed me by bringing a potential enemy here without clearing it with me first.”



“There’s something else,” I admit. “I’ve met her before. The day after I was resurrected. I didn’t tell you then either.”



The room falls quiet again.



“You were meant to be buying chicken,” Akeno says lightly, but there’s an edge beneath the silk.



“I did.” I exhale. “But I also wandered around, remember? I didn’t trust any of you yet. I wasn’t even sure what you wanted from me. And when I saw Asia, I didn’t think she was a threat, so I gave her directions and left. I didn’t know what she was involved in.”



“And now you think you do because you’ve saved this girl?” Rias asks.



“I know enough.” I turn enough to look at Asia. “She wants to help people. The Church punished her for that. Doesn’t it count for something?”



Rias walks toward me, stopping just short of arm’s reach. “You should’ve told us. We’re supposed to trust each other. And yes, this happened before you got to know us a little better, but when were you going to tell us you met someone you believed was affiliated with the Church?”



“I was going to tell you. Eventually. If she ever became an issue, which she has.”



“I understand why you were cautious,” she says. “But that doesn’t excuse the fact that you made a decision that could’ve endangered all of us without even bringing it up. Asia Argento may seem innocent, but even today, you brought a potential enemy into this room without a word of warning—you could’ve called.”



“In my defence, it’s not like I have any of your phone numbers.”



Rias’s cheeks pink a little. “…F-Fair enough.”



I meet her gaze. “But I understand. Look, if you want to blame anyone, blame me. Not her. If you want to punish someone, I’m right here.”



“If I’d been in your place, I’d have done the same thing,” says Kiba. “Just next time, maybe warn us first, please?”



“I’m not saying we throw her out,” Rias replies. “But she’s in our care now. Maybe the Fallen use that as an excuse to make unwelcome overtures. Her sacred gear is powerful enough to warrant it. That means her presence here is a burden as well. Are you prepared for that responsibility?”



“Yes.”



Rias studies me for a moment longer. Her expression softens—not by much, but enough that I notice. “Very well. She stays under Akeno’s supervision. If she does anything suspicious, she’s gone.”



“T-Thank you!” Asia bows deeply, still trembling. “I swear I won’t cause trouble. I’ll do whatever you ask.”



Rias acknowledges her with a nod, then turns back to me. “Anything else?”



“Yeah,” I say. “There is.” She stops mid-step, turning back. “I want a photo of Yuuma Amano.”



Asia blinks owlishly. “I—” she starts. “I already said earlier: I don’t know her—”



“I know what you said, I just want to be sure.”



Rias is quiet for a second, then nods. “Yuuma Amano likely isn’t her real name. So take a look at this photograph.”



She moves to a drawer beneath her desk, pulls out a yellow folder, and flips it open. A small photo slips free. It’s one of those surveillance-style shots of targets during my briefings as an assassin: slightly grainy but clear enough.



She hands it to me without another word, and I pass it to Asia.



Her fingers tremble as she takes it, eyes widening. “Raynare,” she whispers. “T-That’s her. I didn’t know she was going by a false name.”



Ddraig’s voice rolls through my skull, slow and thunderous.



“There it is, Partner. The bill for Issei Hyoudou’s life comes due.”



And there’s nothing I can say that Ddraig doesn’t already know, but my silence is agreement enough.
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“Wake up, or I’ll kill you!”



My eyes snap open.



“Throw that alarm clock out,” Ddraig says. “Her voice is grating.”



Which is exactly why it wakes me up. 



It’s one of the only bits of Issei’s stuff I’ve kept. Those and the childhood photos. Unlike his books filled with naked women, his figures, and his posters, I hadn’t the heart to throw them out. And the irritation his alarm clock brings out of me is just what I need to stop me from staying under the warm covers.



I leave the house after washing up and putting on a hooded shirt and some baggy pants.



This world has developed some incredibly useful methods for training. It took me a week to figure things out, along with scraping together the funds to pay for membership at one of the training facilities, but I got there in the end.



Training back in my world was mostly functional. I got strong by swinging my sword. If I wanted to last longer in a fight, I ran till my lungs were fit to burst. But there were the beginnings of these isolationist exercises, too.



The ones designed to torture specific muscles into growing.



Lubbock and I spent many months with Leone and Mine on our backs while attempting to push ourselves off the ground. But this world had gone further: machines with weights affixed to them to be lifted in a specific manner. Foods and strange concoctions that let you build muscle at a faster rate.



There was even a machine for running indoors that kept a person stationary no matter how hard they tried to run forward. It might not be the most breathtaking of stuff for the people of this world, but to me, this world’s technologies might as well be magic. But those weights only go so high, and I’m already dangerously close to lifting the heaviest weights the gym has to offer because I’m not human anymore..



The first time I came back from the gym, Issei’s parents looked at me like I’d grown a second head. They’d called me first when they noticed I wasn’t at home for breakfast, but I hadn’t realised they were calling. I told them where I went when I returned, but they seemed more surprised that I was exercising than when they’d found Rias in my bed.



At least that was in the realm of Issei’s regular behaviour. Or maybe I’m reading into things too deeply.



Today was my third day at the gym, and as I leave, I notice the sky is a strange purple, not quite the dark blue of the early morning since the sun hasn’t dyed it pink yet.



“Enough time-wasting,” Ddraig interrupts me. “Get in the sky.”



Do we have to do this now?



“The sun is yet to rise, thus you are stronger than you’ll be when it’s up. Most human beings are still asleep. Besides the night, there is no better time. This, too, is simply training.”



I don’t know what I’m supposed to look for. Rias and Ddraig have both said that these wings are a natural part of me. That if I focus and will them into existence, they’ll appear. But I’ve no idea what those wings look like. And so my mind goes to that fallen angel who attacked me.



I remember his wings: dark and broad and feathered. A light force pushes my chest out. I hear the rip of cloth—and suddenly, I’m intimately aware of the wings at my back. I go to touch them and find no feathers. They’re leathery but smooth. Each twitch of the things sends a strange judder down my shoulder blades.



Strangely, they’re like a pair of arms, but my connection to them is tenuous. Like, I have to focus on using them.



“Good,” Ddraig says. “Now, fly home. High enough that the humans can’t see you. It will not be easy, but the sooner you start on this, the better.”



I sigh and crouch low. The wings flick once, and I feel them straining like muscles would. Then I push off the ground. There’s no grace in it, and the launch is awkward. All knees and flailing limbs. These wings are nothing like Incursio’s final evolution. I can move them with my mind, sure, but nowhere as smoothly.



My hoodie nearly blinds me as it snaps up and back.



Air punches my face and roars in my ears as I lurch higher, then sag with a stomach-dropping dip. The wings beat again in terrible rhythm—too slow. I’m not even sure if I’m flying or flailing through the air on raw willpower. The ground falls away slowly. Rooftops blur beneath me, softened by distance and the dim, pre-dawn haze.



One thing I don’t expect is the cold; it’s bone-deep cold and wraps around my ears and fingers, seeping under my clothes and numbing my joints before I get to moving. My hands are clenched into fists before I can notice, and the loose trousers whip around my legs like sails.



“See? You’re not half-bad.”



“C-Couldn’t we have done this…” I grit my teeth. “In better clothing?”



Ddraig’s laughter rumbles over the sound of my chattering teeth. “Come now, a little cold doesn’t hurt.”



“Doesn’t mean I-I have to like it. In fact—”



Up here, I can barely see anything at all. The wind claws at my face, and my eyes are watering so badly that the horizon blurs like it’s underwater. The rising sun only makes things worse. When I can stand to open my eyes, I’m blinded by its flash.



So, I don’t see the spear of light—I feel it. Heat cuts through the morning chill a second before the air shatters.



“Watch out, Tatsumi!”



I twist away, but it clips my shoulder and smears blood across the sky. Ddraig’s voice inside my head melds with the call of his voice as the Boosted Gear covers my left hand.



“BOOST!”



The familiar sting of pain doesn’t linger in the face of the sacred gear’s surging heat. I look up. A second golden glint breaks through the pink blur above—broad black wings riding the morning’s light. The light is too bright for me to see anything besides the dark feathered wings.



Ten seconds pass without a word. The Boosted Gear’s green gem flashes. “BOOST!”



He hurls the light. I throw myself back, angling away enough that the white-hot spear plummets past my vision. By the time I stabilise and look up, another one forms in his hand. It’s Dohnaseek. He’s without his hat, but the dark, striped suit is identical to the one he wore the night he tried to kill me.



“You know I’m not a stray, right?” I ask.



His frowning face twitches into a smirk. “Oh, I know. And to think the weakling I mistook for a stray was Raynare’s target—resurrected as a Gremory thrall no less.”



“You know Yuuma?”



“Yuuma?” He throws his head back and laughs. “I’ve got you to thank for that embarrassing getup of hers, it seems. That whore being forced to dress like an old woman? Hilarious.”



“You’re not here to kill me, that much is clear. But what’s your motivation? What does she want?”



“Perhaps they know you have Asia.”



It’s a possibility—but if I ask, it’ll be as good as admitting to it.



“If it wasn’t for that blasted nun, Raynare would have never had the satisfaction of finding out you’re still alive. Now she’s to slink back to Azazel with her tail between her legs. For the joys you’ve brought me, boy, I’ll do you one favour: come quietly and I’ll not hurt you.”



“Why are you back? Don’t tell me you’re upset you didn’t get to kill me last week,” I say. “I didn’t think we were that close, Dohnaseek.”



He scoffs. “Scum like you isn’t fit to speak my name. Consider my previous offer rescinded. I might not be allowed to kill you, but maiming is fair game.”



“BOOST!”



I tuck my wings in against my back and plummet when he brings his arm back to throw. The spear of light tears through the air over my head with a screech. The ground rushes up to meet me, but once the danger is averted, I spread the wings wide and shoot back up.



Dohnaseek holds a spear akimbo, but instead of throwing it like I expect, he shoots towards me with the weapon held astride.



“Considering one boost allowed you to briefly hold your own, I’d imagine you’re not that far off from him.”



But unlike the fallen angel, I’m unarmed and without any leverage. I’ll have to rely on a straight-on attack to generate power, which isn’t smart without a weapon. In the air, he has the advantage. I beat him in close-quarters combat—after I fought him that night, I can tell. Maybe he knows that, but whether I have to force him to land or lead him there, my objective is the same.



For now, three boosts seem to be more than enough, so I cease the automatic boost function to let the power stabilise.



“EXPLOSION!”



Dohnaseek barrels toward me, his spear thrust forward like a lance. I twist in mid-air and roll with the momentum, angling down and away. Another spear forms in his free hand. He tosses it. I dive sharper. The spear blazes past my head and explodes somewhere behind me with a concussive boom that shoves me forward. I grit my teeth and bank right, spiralling.



Dohnaseek gives chase, moving with ease born of long use. It’s an ease I don’t have. He throws again. I weave left, but the blast catches the wide curve of my wing.



I hiss through the sear.



“You fly like a newborn!” he says over the roaring wind.



I level out, wings straining, the wind howling as I build speed. I rise straight up, then lean. A tight corkscrew twist back and down, just fast enough to dodge the next spear. The light singes past my jaw, close enough to heat the blood in my veins.



I’m pushing it now. My wings have barely seen use, and without the proper clothing, the rawness of the air tears through the wing-shaped holes in my shirt. Cold fingers dig deep into the cuts on one of my wings, and I’m slower on the next beat.



I need ground—the boosted power won’t last forever, and I need leverage. So, I feint up. He bites, rising after me. I jerk hard to the side, loop beneath his path, and dive for the rooftops. He hurls a spear after me in frustration.



It blasts the chimney of a nearby house to rubble. Clay and brick explode in a flash of light. We tear past and leave it in the distance. I drop lower—trees blur below, rooftops giving way to parkland, and skim above a wooded slope, wings trembling.



Another spear falls—aimed ahead of me. I twist out of the way too late. The explosion clips my leg and sends me tumbling through the air. Fire rakes across my thigh, and I bite down a yell, clenching my jaw until it pops.



My wings buckle—but I force them wide and steady. Just a few more seconds. My back skims the canopy. Dohnaseek laughs loud and free above me.



We hit the clearing.



I drop hard into a crouch, stumble on the landing, but stay upright. Blood splatters the grass. I’m panting. The Boosted Gear hums red-hot at my arm as I set it free.



“BOOST!”



Dohnaseek dives like a hawk. I rise slowly. My feet are on firm earth now. I roll my shoulder once, blood still seeping down my arm—but my stance is strong.



“This is your last chance to leave,” I say. “If you fight me here, you’ll die.”



He only raises the spear—this one is a solid metal weapon. Pulled from where, I don’t know, but his intention is clear.



I let him come to me.



“You’re weaker than before,” Ddraig warns as Dohnaseek closes in. “The boost is less because you’re tired. Stay on the defensive.”



Dohnaseek lunges again.



His spear whips in so fast it seems to bend. I block with the Boosted Gear, the clash sending sparks up my arm. The impact hurts. He’s still stronger than me, even down here, but not for long. I spin with the hit and take a page out of Koneko’s book. My elbow digs into his ribs with half the momentum of his attack.



It lands, but he grits his teeth and powers through, swinging the back end of his spear to catch me off-balance. I duck it. My foot sweeps his leg. He hops but doesn’t clear my foot completely, only enough to avoid going down, but still stumbles away.



We circle each other in the grass, breath rising in mist despite the sun’s warmth. I don’t feel as strong in its light. The pain from all my injuries are a thousand pinpricks on the edge of my awareness, but it keeps me alert. 



He charges again. I let him get close because I can see his next move—an obvious stab, leveraging his spear’s range. I twist out of the way and grab his wrist—ten seconds have passed.



“BOOST!”



My fingers tighten. He tries to wrench free. I wrench harder till something in his hand pops. Abandoning his spear, Dohnaseek hisses and stumbles, clutching the arm. I don’t give him space. Right fist cocked—I slam it into his jaw.



His head snaps sideways. Another punch to his open torso, and he folds. Without an ounce of hesitation, I lift my armoured hand and bring it down on his head.



He rolls away at the last second, so I stomp his hand as he reaches for his discarded spear. Dohnaseek shouts and forms another spear—one of light—and drags it up into a guard. It’s unlucky that he chose a spear as his weapon of choice. I might be a swordsman at my core, but Incursio’s companion weapon was a spear.



He’s stronger. Still. But only barely now. Ddraig either overestimated him or underestimated me.



“BOOST!”



I roar as strength floods my limbs. The new surge of power and my superior skill earn me a world of confidence. Where he’s cautious, I’m not. Dohnaseek holds his spear like a man expecting a sword fight. Guard too high, elbows wide—he’s clearly not a spearman.



I step in and shift the spear through a wheeling flourish—baiting a high block. He bites, dragging his weapon up to parry, slow and stiff. I pivot and the haft rolls under his guard, and I reverse it low, snapping the butt end into his exposed ribs.



The shaft slams into his sternum as he falters, unable to react when I sweep his legs with the flat of the blade. I kick his chest to flatten him and drag the spear’s point to his throat.



Our eyes meet.



He raises a trembling hand. “W-wait—”



“Your worthless life has run its course, Fallen.”



Dohnaseek flinches at Ddraig’s voice.



“One second,” I say, and I can feel both of their gazes. “I’ve got a question for you, Dohnaseek. You answer, and you die painlessly. You don’t, and you suffer, then die. Why were you sent to kidnap me?”



“If you t-think, filth that you are, I’ll—”



I drive the spear down tip-first. It sinks into his shoulder. His pained howl cuts off the rest of his sentence.



“Wrong answer. Try again.”



Veins pulse maddeningly against his forehead. He won’t talk. I can tell as much by the baleful glare in his dark eyes.



“Last chance to answer. Why?”



Just when I’ve resigned myself to the silence, blood flecks his lips: “Go fuck yourself.”



I plunge the spear into him without hesitation. Through his chest, into the earth beneath. He jerks once and goes still.



“I knew he would not answer.”



I sigh. “In some cases, it’s better to be proven wrong than to assume.”



I breathe hard. Blood trails my arm, my leg, and down the edge of my jaw. I look down at the corpse and the red-soaked metal in my hand.



The Boosted Gear’s power dims on my wrist.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The sun feels like it’s beating me over the head, and it’s only been three and a bit hours after my fight with Dohnaseek. Flying home with my injuries was one thing, but sneaking into the house by climbing through my window?



That was something else entirely. I dumped everything except my underwear in a bin on account of the blood and wing-shaped holes in them, and hoped no one saw me.



My wings aren’t out anymore, but my entire back is sore hours too early on account of the fight. I’m starting to regret skipping breakfast with Issei’s parents, too—but it’s probably for the best. Given my injuries and the daytime weakness, a round of questions and genius answers isn’t something I’m in the mood for.



School will give me enough of that.



As if on cue, my phone buzzes against my thigh. “Hello?”



“Issei, honey, are you okay?”



“Yeah,” I reply, forcing some pep into my voice. “I stayed in the gym too long to make breakfast. Don’t worry, I bought myself a protein shake and a chocolate bar.”



“Are you sure you’re not hungry? I’ll put some extra money on your finger for some snacks?”



Kuoh Academy has an intuitive system that somehow scans the print of your finger and links it to an in-school currency account for meals.



“I’d like that,” I reply, smiling before I even know it. “And send me a list of some things you need. I’ll grab them after my club stuff, alright?”



“I don’t know where this change in attitude has come from, but have a great day!”



And just like that, my good mood vanishes. Being an impostor posing as their son is just another irritant to add to the list of things, not limited to: the sun being exhausting, Dohnaseek being a bastard, and the lack of any food since dinner, except the banana I ate before going to the gym.



I’m early to homeroom, and all the seats are free. I pick the furthest one from the window, where the morning sun’s glare is harshest. It’s tucked into the leftmost corner of the room, half shaded, where I’ll hopefully be given some brief peace.



In the week that I’ve existed, Issei’s reputation has twisted slightly. Maybe because I’ve been seen in Kiba’s company one too many times, and probably because of Junko’s makeover.



In any case, I’m apparently a delinquent. How is it my fault when the idiots from the nearby all-boys school decided they wanted to test that rumour?



I’m not sure when the room filled up, but as they always do, Motohama and Matsuda wake me up without fail.



“Jeez, are you alright?” Matsuda runs a hand over his buzzed head when I look at him. “Stay up late watching porn or something?”



I groan at having been disturbed. My head is throbbing.



Motohama turns around from the seat ahead of me. “Have you done the English homework?”



“What homework?” Matsuda asks.



“The speaking one!”



He gasps. “…Where we’ve got to introduce ourselves and our likes and shit?”



“No, the one where we need to describe our taste in women—of course it’s that one, you moron!”



“Hey!” Matsuda’s voice rises in offence. “That was uncalled for!”



“Your grades are uncalled for! I’m as much a female aficionado as you, but you need to make time for our pursuits. Which you can’t do if you’re in detention all the time! And when’s the last time we’ve seen Issei—”



Matsuda shushes him. “He’s fucking wiped, dude. Let him be.”



I’m face down on the table at this point, and it’s not at all hard to tune out their arguing. Their voices meld with the hum of conversation around me until I’m pulled away from it all entirely.



Until I’m not.



“Hyoudou—hey, wake up!”



“Tatsumi, watch—”



Ddraig’s warning is half-formed when something small slams into the crown of my head. I look past Motohama’s at the clock above the blackboard.



It reads five-to-one—it’s been an entire four hours since homeroom. My English teacher is standing underneath the clock with his arm outstretched. I sit up and watch an eraser drop to the ground. The class is only too eager to laugh. The snickers on top of the throbbing behind my eyes make the world spin.



“I’m sorry, did I disturb you?”



I open my mouth to answer, but I can’t remember his name.



“Fushigurou.”



Thanks for the save, Ddraig. I smile. “No, Mr Fushigurou. I dozed off. What is it?”



“The homework. Introduce yourself in English, and make sure you include your likes, dislikes, and something you got up to on the weekend.”



“I—”



“Stand up! If you, Hyoudou, become the final pitfall preventing the full class from having completed their homework, I will keep all of you back during lunch until you do it!”



His yell stabs into my skull. I drag myself to my feet.



“I’m Issei Hyoudou. I enjoy sleeping these days, and dislike overly strict people.”



It’s too quiet.



“Hey,” Motohama whispers from in front of me. “When did you get so good? There was no hint of an accent!”



“W-What did you do over the weekend?” Mr Fushigurou asks. 



“I didn’t get up to much over the weekend, unfortunately. Slept, mostly. Can I sit down now, sir?”



He waves me away, and almost immediately, the screech of retreating chairs fills the room. I slump forward and ignore the perverted duo’s questioning until they leave. I feel worse than I was this morning—but after fifteen unsuccessful minutes of trying to go back to sleep, I leave the classroom.



Luckily, it’s lunch. I go downstairs with only a single purpose in mind, and having not eaten since dinner, I don’t particularly care if what I eat is good or bad.



It helps that Kuoh’s a fancy school that doesn’t skimp out on any expense. After eating my first helping, I get up intending to go back for more.



“Shit!” Matsuda, having long since finished his food, sets down his carton of banana milk. “You eat anything today?”



I look down at him, slightly embarrassed that he said that so loudly. The table next over is filled with second-year girls. Kiba looks at me with undisguised amusement. I meet his eyes, he smiles—and of course, that only makes said filthy-minded girls squeal.



Honestly, where do they get off judging these two idiots for their behaviour when they’re perfectly content to draw art of Kiba and me naked and in positions that I’ve never even seen before?



“…No, I haven’t,” I reply. “I’m starving. And just because you helped fan the flames of this thing with Kiba, I’m going to eat outside.”



“Come on, man,” Matsuda starts to whine. “I didn’t mean to. And any publicity is good publicity with chicks, no?”



Motohama pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “If you make it into their BL fantasies, they’ve got to find you at least somewhat attractive. I do believe that rugged hairstyle is working wonders for you. You were always somewhat uncouth.”



I flip the four-eyed bastard off as I walk back to the dinner lady, who’s all too eager to top up my plate.



“Mind if I switch out my cutlery?” I ask the matronly woman. “My idiot friends accidentally made me drop the stuff.”



“Of course, dear,” she says with a hearty laugh. “I’m just glad you’re enjoying the food enough to ask for seconds. Besides the sports lads, everyone else’s appetites are just too small.”



I smile at her. “Well, if that’s the case, I’ll come back more often.”



“Oh, get out of here, you sweet talker!”



Chuckling, I leave the canteen. Matsuda and Motohama’s calling falls on deaf ears. I’m not mad at Matsuda for something as stupid as reigniting the second-year girls’ fascination with Kiba and me. I just needed a non-offensive excuse to disappear with some food for Asia, who’s in the Occult Research Club room for the time being.



Rias’s logic was that she’ll be unable to do anything because she’s not a devil, and if she does, the result would either be Rias herself finding out or a most painful death. The obvious deterrent aside, Asia doesn’t strike me as the type to do something like that, but stranger things have happened.



On the way to the rickety building we use as our club room, I get to walk through the lower courtyard. Students play ping pong and lounge around on benches in the sun or tucked in the shade of the canteen’s hanging rooftop.



I was told that Asia would be my responsibility, but I’d forgotten all about her, not that I’d done so on purpose.



When I enter, I find her on the sofa, nose-deep in some kind of erotic manga.



“Where did you find that?”



She jumps so high that her legs clear the coffee table. “I-Issei!”



Asia hides the manga behind her back like I didn’t just see it.



“…Aren’t you a holy woman?”



“I-I didn’t know!” she stammers. Her hands scramble to close it. “It was just sitting on the table—I didn’t know it was… that.”



“Right.” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m sure the cover of two shirtless men in that kind of position didn’t give it away.”



Her face doesn’t look all that different to the sliced tomatoes on the lunch tray I set down in front of her.



“Here. I brought you tons of food. You’ve been cooped up here since last night.”



“I-I’m grateful!” she says, quickly swapping the book for a knife and fork. “Thank you, Issei. Truly.”



She eats in silence and pretends my staring doesn’t bother her. When she’s done, she quietly thanks me for the food. Her eyes dart all over the room until she finds the courage to look at me, then she frowns.



“You’re injured.”



“It’s nothing.”



“I can tell. You grunt every time you move.”



I shift on the couch and ignore the taut sting down my back. “I’ll live.”



“I can help. Please, let me. I know I’m not a devil, but I’m still a healer,” she adds. “And you fed me. Let me return the favour.”



I nod once. She reaches across the couch and steeples her fingers. A verdant glow blooms from her palm and swells outward. My skin tingles. Warmth floods the dull ache I’d acclimated to. All the cuts knit together slowly, the pain peeling away like dead skin.



Better yet, my headache is completely gone, so I can’t help but smile.



“Thank you, Asia.”



She blushes at the praise. “H-How… how did you get so injured?”



“I was meaning to talk to you about that. So, this morning—”



Her phone, the one face down beside her on the couch, buzzes without answer. I’m about to speak again when it interrupts me by buzzing again.



Asia frowns and lifts it to her face. “Who would call me…?”



I glance at her. “Seems like whoever it is won’t stop unless you pick up.”



Asia puts the phone on speaker and sets it on the table between us.



“Asia. Asia, sweetheart, where are you? You’ve got everyone so worried.”



Although Ddraig doesn’t speak, I’m aware enough of his presence like I am a breath against my nape.



Asia flinches.



“You’ve been such a bad girl. Running away? Not even saying goodbye to poor Freed? We buried him yesterday. Well… cremated him, really, but you get my point.”



Asia’s lips part, but no words come out. Her hands are shaking.



“Now, I’d hate for something bad to happen. So here’s the deal. Come back, right now, and I promise I’ll let bygones be bygones. We’ve treated you so well, haven’t we? You don’t want Issei getting hurt, do you? That kind boy who guided you to the church?”



So that’s what Dohnaseek had ambushed me for. Raynare is desperate enough that she wants to pretend that I’m kidnapped, all to lure Asia back.



“You’ve got it backwards,” I say aloud.



“Who is this?”



“Who do you think?”



“…Issei?”



“Back from the grave, some would say, so there’s some news for you, along with a warning.”



She laughs on the other end. “Oh? Do tell. Want to declare your undying love? I wouldn’t blame you for it. I know I’m beautiful, and I’ve got to say, that date you put on for me was so pathetically adorable. It’s a shame—”



“You’re going to die—and to make it even clearer: I’m going to kill you. But since you went through all the trouble to call, I want you to know that you’re not going to be laying another hand on Asia Argento.”



“You think this is about her? She’s useful, but I didn’t come to this backwater town for her.”



“Right,” I reply. “Your mission was to kill me. Dohnaseek said something about you slinking away to Azazel a failure. Is he the one who ordered you to kill me?”



“You killed Dohnaseek?”



“I did.”



Raynare doesn’t reply for a long moment. “…Don’t utter Lord Azazel’s name with your mongrel tongue.”



I smile. “Well, there’s my question answered.”



“You’re right. Someone is going to die,” Raynare says, laughing. “But it will be you, not me. Even if you were reincarnated as a devil, a week isn’t long enough for you to surpass me. Rest assured, I’ll be seeing you soon, Issei. And I will make sure—”



I end the call before she can say another word.



The silence that follows is brittle. Asia’s hands are still shaking in her lap. I reach out and turn the phone face down on the table between us.



“Hey.” She looks up. “She’s not going to lay a hand on you, alright?”



Asia doesn’t say anything, but she nods.



I roll my shoulders. The pain is gone, but a cold weight settles behind my sternum. Not fear. It’s more like focus. She’s made herself a target, declared her god, her mission, and her conviction. There’s nothing redeemable in her. No sudden reveal of coercion or blackmail that’ll make the job harder. 



Raynare is just scum, making what comes next simple.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The worst thing about study hall is that you can’t sleep in it. Or well, you can, but I can’t seem to. I’ve been in here for twenty minutes and aged five years. Every second that ticks by is another frustrating second that Raynare gets to breathe.



I shift in my seat.



“Psst.”



I ignore it.



“Oi, Issei.”



I lift my head just high enough to see Matsuda slink into the desk beside me. Motohama’s right behind him.



“You look dead, man,” Matsuda says. “Not like ‘haha, tired’ and more like corpse dead.”



“Study hall is slowly stealing my soul,” I mutter.



Motohama taps his glasses and leans closer. “Well, since you’ve been down all day, we’re gonna cheer you up.”



I can tell where this is going, and I already hate it.



“We scoped it out,” Motohama says. “Track club. West field. All first-year girls.”



Matsuda grins. “All wearing short shorts.”



“You two realise we’re locked in here for another forty minutes, right?” I ask them.



Motohama beams and points at me, saying, “Water break!” Then, he points at Matsuda. “Toilet break!” And then himself, declaring, “And I’m going to the library for a textbook.”



I stare at him. “I’m not going peeping with either of you.”



They look at each other, confused.



“But it’s like—tradition,” Matsuda says. “Whenever we’re down in the dumps, we go peeking. Come on.”



“You’ve had girlfriends, right?” I ask.



They say nothing.



“That’s what I thought. Now, have you considered that the best way to find and keep one is to not be sex-crazed, creepy idiots?”



Matsuda scratches his neck, and Motohama looks away. We’re not the only ones talking; dozens of conversations fill the class with a constant hum.



“We were just trying to help,” Motohama mumbles. “You’ve been… y’know. Not yourself.”



I sigh and rub my eyes with the heel of my hands. I don’t have the energy for this. “I’m sorry. I know, it’s just… I’m not in the mood.”



The teacher at the front is too buried in a stack of marking to care about me leaving. I step out into the hall, and cold air hits me in the face. I don’t make it three paces before I run into a wall.



A wall barely above waist height with white hair, honey-coloured eyes, and a deadpan expression.



“Koneko?”



“You’re free to go,” she says, handing me a pink slip of paper. “President said so.”



“Just like that?” I glance over the paper. “A job interview?”



“She heard about the phone call,” Koneko replies. “Said she’d rather you weren’t wasting time.”



I stare at the slip and miss Koneko turning to walk away.



I follow her. “Thanks.”



She doesn’t reply, and we continue walking to the stairs. For some reason, she stops at the vending machine on the right side of the hall’s double-swinging doors.



“What?” I ask. She taps the glass. I follow her finger. “You want a snack? Okay. Buy one. I’ll wait.”



Her cheeks flush a little. “…I—no money left.”



I shrug. “Alright. I’ll buy it for you. My mother gave me a little extra today because I didn’t eat breakfast. Not that I spent it on anything since I slept all morning.”



She palms the pack of sweets, and we move on. We don’t talk the rest of the way to the club room. Koneko keeps pace beside me, a few steps behind but close enough that I can hear the crinkle of the snack wrapper in her pocket.



The others are already here. Akeno leans against the window frame, arms crossed, and with her usual smile absent. Kiba’s standing near the bookshelf, pretending to skim the spine of some occult compendium. Rias is seated in her usual spot at her desk with Asia on the same sofa as earlier.



They all look up at once when I open the door.



Rias rises. “You’re here,” she says, and the edge in her voice is… worried? Strained and tucked under her usual calm, sure, but it’s there. “How was study hall?”



“About as productive as you’d expect from someone who doesn’t want to be there.”



She opens her mouth to respond but closes it again. Instead, she gestures for me to sit. Koneko sits next to me. She opens the wrapper, and after a second’s pause, tears the entire packet clean in half without spilling anything.



One half gets tossed into my lap. I look at her.



“You bought it.”



“Thanks.” I pick a sweet out of the packet and then pass it to Asia. Her hands are folded in her lap like she’s unsure whether she’s allowed to touch anything. “Considering how tense you all are, I’m guessing you know?”



“We do,” Rias says. “Asia told us everything.”



The girl flinches.



“It’s not your fault,” I say before she can spiral.



Asia nods, but she doesn’t lift her eyes.



“That said, we wanted to hear it from you,” Rias says.



“I was flying back from the gym when Dohnaseek attacked me. Didn’t try to kill me, and he let a few interesting details slip, too, but we’ll get to that. We fought, he managed to get me pretty good, but I killed him.”



Kiba frowns. “You don’t look injured.”



I gesture to Asia. “She healed me during lunch.”



“You mentioned Dohnaseek letting something slip?” Akeno asks.



“Raynare’s phone call at lunch revealed Dohnaseek was sent to kidnap me so they could blackmail Asia to come back. And, when she couldn’t find him, Raynare decided to call anyway and bluff Asia into returning.”



Rias frowns. “I still don’t understand what it is you found out from Dohnaseek.”



“We know Raynare came to Kuoh to kill me, right?”



Everyone nods.



“Well, she seems fanatical enough that she won’t leave Kuoh until either she’s dead or I am. Dohnaseek also mentioned something about Raynare having to return to Azazel in disgrace. She came to Kuoh on his orders to kill me.”



Akeno frowns. “Azazel?”



“You know him?”



“…He’s the leader of the Fallen’s faction: the Grigori.”



“The church,” Asia says suddenly. “I-It’s abandoned and a place for stray exorcists and other fallen angels.”



“That’s… troubling,” Kiba replies.



“Also means they’re desperate,” I say. “I killed one of the fallen angels. That leaves Raynare and… how many others, Asia?”



She startles at being addressed despite having spoken a few seconds ago. It takes her a moment to answer. “…Three. There were four of them in total. Dohnaseek, Mittelt, Kalawarna, and Raynare.”



“So now it’s three,” I say. “Two if you don’t count Raynare, but I doubt she’ll keep quiet for long. We need to hit them first. My… parents are liabilities, and she doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to leave innocent people alone.”



Rias breaks the silence. “She attacked a member of our Gremory peerage. That merits a response, no?”



Akeno smiles. “The most detailed of responses, President.”



“She’s given us justification,” Kiba murmurs. “Attacking a member of our peerage without provocation violates the terms of neutrality between the factions.”



Rias nods. “Which means we can act without fear of consequence.”



“Then we descend upon them before she can plan anything.”



We nearly jump out of our socks at Ddraig’s voice coming in out of nowhere.



I look down at the Boosted Gear covering my left hand. “You know, you really need to stop doing that. I can hear you inside my head.”



“And lose the amusement of terrifying both yourself and everyone around you? Pretty soon, I’ll stop that gem from flashing on your hand when I talk, too.”



For an old dragon, you sure are childish.



“One day, you too will revel in the small amusements of your long life, Tatsumi. When that day comes, I will rejoice.”



Koneko finishes her snack and dusts her hands. “Let’s hunt.”



The Boosted Gear flashes, but I’m prepared for it this time. “Well said, girl.”



We all look at Asia, who squirms underneath our collective gaze, and the next half an hour is spent grilling the poor girl on details. The geography of the area, how far out the church is from other people, the number of entrances and exits, and the number of stray exorcists.



By the time we’re done, Akeno’s drafted a three-page list of details, and we spend the next hour brainstorming a plan of action.



“Well done, everyone,” Rias says, stretching her arms high above her head as she swallows a yawn. “On account of today’s incident, and our plans for tomorrow, I’ll spend the evening rescheduling this week’s remaining contracts to next week.



Akeno drifts over to Rias’s side. “Not to worry, President. I shall help.”



“Thank you, Akeno.”



Koneko tilts her head. “So, we’re free to go?”



“Have a restful evening—especially you, Issei.”



“I definitely will,” I reply.



Outside, the sky is a deep orange.



Kiba, Koneko, and I leave the Occult Research Club room together. The two of them are walking on either side of me, which I don’t think much of until I realise they’re still with me as I circle back to enter the new school building to collect my things.



“What are you guys doing?” I ask.



Kiba meets my gaze. “We’re going to escort you home.”



“What?” I look to Koneko, but she just nods. “Why?”



“You were attacked this morning. Who knows if Raynare has a trap lying in wait for you.”



He’s not wrong, but I somehow doubt that even Raynare would be that stupid. Though in an assassin’s line of work, it’s better to expect that anything that can go wrong probably will.



I smile. “Well, if that’s the case, she won’t be sitting inside my homeroom class. You can wait for me out here. I’ll be back before you know it.”



Kiba nods. “Alright.”



I step back into the classroom alone. The desks are in their usual messy grid. Sunlight pools against the far wall, turning the dust in the air to gold. My bag’s still on the floor right where I left it.



Except, I’m not alone.



Matsuda’s slumped in his usual seat with his feet up on the desk next over. Motohama’s beside him, thumbing through his phone. They both glance up as I enter, and there’s a weird beat of silence.



“I thought you guys went home,” I say, walking over to grab my stuff.



“We thought about it,” Motohama replies.



Matsuda shrugs, arms behind his head. “Look, man… you snapped at us.”



“I did,” I admit, hoisting my bag over a shoulder.



“Which isn’t like you,” Matsuda continues. “Even when you’re in a mood, you don’t usually tell us to stop being—uh, what was it again, dude?”



“Creepy idiots,” Motohama supplies with a frown.



“Yeah. That.”



I lean and rest my hands on a desk. The words sit in my throat for a few seconds too long. “…Sorry, guys. I’ve just been dealing with a lot lately.”



“You okay?” Matsuda asks. It’s the quietest I’ve ever heard him.



“I will be.” I look between them. “I get you two were trying to cheer me up, but… I’m tired. Of all of it.”



Matsuda wrinkles his nose. “Of girls? If so, I always knew you batted for the other team.”



“What?” I make a face. “No—what are you talking about?”



Motohama snaps his fingers. “Getting beat up by the kendo club, then? Which wouldn’t happen nearly as often if someone… Matusda… followed my plan!”



“I’ll have you know that we got beat up cause you were too slow!”



“What?” Motohama leans back and frowns. “That’s not true, you bald-headed—”



“I’m tired of doing pathetic stuff to people who don’t want to be creeped on,” I say, speaking over them both. “And since you both want girlfriends so badly, I suggest we all hit the gym sometime soon.”



Matsuda squints. “The gym?”



“You know… girls tend to like a decent body.” I gesture at them vaguely. “It’ll help with confidence, too. I’ve realised… recently.”



“Realised what?” Motohama asks.



“If you were a girl, would you date yourself?” Matsuda opens his mouth immediately. “And don’t answer on reflex. Take a moment to really think about it. Or, if anything, Motohama?”



“Yes?”



“You have a sister, right?” He nods. “Would you be comfortable knowing she had to exist with people like you, me, and this guy?”



That earns a snort from Matsuda.



“…No.”



“So, what’s it going to be?” I ask.



They share a glance, and when I meet their eyes, I see… unfamiliarity. Like they’re seeing me for the first time, and while I’m happy with that… it kind of hurts to see, too.



It’s the final confirmation that the Issei Hyoudou they knew is dead.



“Give me a day,” Motohama says. “I’ll give it some serious thought and return with an answer tomorrow.”



“That’s fine.”



Matsuda puffs out his chest. “I’m something of a sports prodigy myself, you know? I’ll blow you two out of the water.”



“A sports prodigy who hasn’t done anything sporty since our first year?” Motohama snickers. “Yeah, right.”



“Knock it off, you two. Do I have to hear you two arguing all day?” I say, standing again. “Now, come on. Let’s go. I’ve got a surprise for the two of you.”



Matsuda blinks. “A surprise?”



I leave and force the pair to follow.



We find them waiting by the school gate.



Kiba brushes his blond hair out of a pair of grey eyes. Koneko’s munching on something new that she didn’t have five minutes ago. I look at her, and she blushes at my pointed stare.



“You’ll rot your teeth if you eat too many.”



For the first time, I see something other than ambivalence in her eyes and her brow furrows. “…No.”



I smile then, seeing red in the amber of her eyes and black in the white of her hair. Gluttons like her and Akame are amusing… and memorable.



Motohama and Matsuda slow to a stop behind me.



“Boys, meet Yuuto Kiba and Koneko Toujou.” I gesture behind me. “These two morons are Kenji Motohama and Touta Matsuda. They’ll be walking home with us, too.”



Kiba gives them a small bow. “It’s a pleasure, despite your reputation, but if Hyoudou can prove me wrong, I’ll give you guys a chance.”



Koneko nods. She doesn’t even stop chewing.



Matsuda gawks. “No way. You’re friends with Kiba? Pretty boy? Enemy of all common men?”



Kiba raises an eyebrow.



“…He’s a good guy once you get to know him,” I say.



Motohama’s glasses glint in the light. He stares at Koneko like she’s an unsolvable puzzle.



“Bust: 73cm. Waist: 57. Hips: 76,” he whispers. “Loli-type perfection.”



I slam my face into my palm.



Koneko stops chewing. Her eyes narrow like she’s deciding whether to kick him through the school gates or higher. Without a word, she steps to my other side, putting me and Kiba between Motohama and Matsuda.



Kiba looks to his left at the idiot duo.



I sigh. “See what I mean?”



“…Yeah.” Matsuda winces. “Too late to pretend I don’t know him?”



“Way too late,” Kiba says.



Koneko doesn’t speak, but I’m pretty sure the wrapper she crumples in her hand is warning enough for them.



…I hope.




Currently writing Chapter 8. Volume 1 is almost complete. I’ll be covering the Raynare arc + the whole Forced Marriage arc. Honestly, both those plots are just vehicles for me to cement the relationship between Tatsumi and the peerage. I hear the Riser thing is like the Chunin Exams of DxD fics, so rest assured that it’ll be wrapped up by Chapter 10 xD. Do tell me if you guys want more art, by the way. I’ve got 11 GBs of it, so we’re not reaching the bottom of the barrel anytime soon.

Hmm… what else? Oh! Do you want to see Tatsumi do anything in particular? What are your expectations for him in terms of the actions that he’ll take? I’m just gauging expectations against my vague plans here.



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read up to Chapter 5 right now, if you so wish.



Do check under ‘Extras’ for some art of the NSFW variety, if that interests you.


5. A Blood Debt Paid

Thanks to my friends and fellow authors who’ve been kind enough to act as beta-readers—and of course, my one and only official beta reader, @Darth-Vulturnus!



@ScotttheBard, (a good friend of mine), @superjukes (also a friend), @AnonTheWEEB (a very forgetful man), @Turncoat (author of my second favourite Naruto fic right now), @Proman (author of my favourite DBZ fic ever), @Ozlyk (the best artist I know, take a look), Trainman (who’s not on QQ, but is on Spacebattles with cool Fate fics), @Darkscythe Drake (author of Assassin Among Heroes & Great Sage, Equal To Heaven and Above Brockton), and last but not least, @Pietersielie (whose Skyrim fic deserves so much more love)






It’s the end of the school week. Homework’s set and due, but my mind couldn’t be any further from all that. A more important task comes first—and today’s the day for it. As usual, I move from my homeroom to the Occult Research Club room; the journey takes me away from the newer parts of the school and past the abandoned old gymnasium we use for training.



Akeno, and now Asia, it turns out, live on the second floor of the old school building. Back in her first year at Kuoh, Rias had the entire old school building’s interior refurbished to serve as her base of operations. To me, the building seems more like a house than a school facility. There’s an orange brick wall spanning its perimeter. In front, an archway funnels in visitors, with horned devil statues patterned into the high curve.



“Come now, Asia… I promise I’ll be gentle,” I can hear Akeno crooning as I enter. Her voice drifts down from the stairs to the right side of the hall.



The velvet curtains in the club room are always drawn shut during the day. Devils won’t die in sunlight, but the sun is unpleasant to be around. It leeches the strength out of you, enough that it feels like wading through mud. Rias said I wouldn’t notice the discomfort once I was stronger, but strength isn’t something I can rush.



Besides, using the Boosted Gear for something as trivial as mild discomfort is a little pathetic—and also inefficient.



Since the lights on the ground floor are all off, I’m not left with much choice except to ascend the stairs and find Asia. I’d have preferred to avoid Akeno, honestly. Her flirting brings some bad memories to mind, but seeing that she and Asia live together, avoiding her is impossible.



It’s not like I have anything against her. I don’t even know her well, but she’s far more enigmatic than Rias. Under the flirting, Rias’s motivations aren’t difficult to pick up on—she’s got a very expressive face after all. Akeno is the opposite.



All she is to me is a constant flirtation that she constantly employs for her amusement.



Cresting the staircase, I come upon an open room. Yellow light spills free from it, alongside a blanket of vapour. There’s no point in looking further, especially since both Asia and Akeno are right in front of me. The room within is tiled like an old bathhouse from my world, with shelves of neatly folded towels, scented oils on the counter, and a rack where their school uniforms hang.



At the far end, a large soaking tub simmers with pale blue water, still rippling from movement. From where I stand, the air smells faintly of perfume, and there’s not so much as a stray cloth on either Asia or Akeno.



“M-Miss Akeno, stop this! I-I am a nun!”



Akeno giggles. She’s almost totally on top of Asia, enveloping the blonde girl’s smaller form in her own. “Then you’re quite the sinful one, no? That manga you were reading, of the two girls so wonderfully embracing? It’s mine, Sister Asia.”



Asia flushes a deep crimson. Her hands clutch uselessly at her chest in some last-ditch effort at modesty. “I—I d-don’t,” she stammers.



“Of course, I don’t mind you reading it. Feel free to, Asia.” Her voice is all smoke and sin. “I was wondering whether you’d like to… re-enact some of the scenes. Our president isn’t a fan of the work, so you’re a godsend to me.”



With her eyes darting all over for a sign of anyone watching her supposed transgressions, it wasn’t a surprise that Asia found me. I wasn’t hiding, and the bathroom door was wide open anyway.



“I-Issei!”



“Goodness,” Akeno says, facing me. She makes no effort to cover herself. “Peeking, Issei? You really do live up to your reputation.”



“I wasn’t peeking,” I say dryly, even as my face starts to burn. “I came to speak with Asia. Didn’t think I’d walk into this.”



Akeno’s laughter echoes into my ears. “Oh, you’re no fun! Where’s the perverted Issei I’ve heard so much about?”



“Raynare killed him,” I reply.



She frowns immediately, and for once, I see some remorse on her face. Looking away from her again, I hear a rustle of cloth—Asia scrambling for a towel, maybe—and then the squeak of wet footsteps on the wooden floor.



From the soft press of flesh against my chest, I don’t have to open my eyes to realise that it’s Akeno. I step back, and she steps forward, smiling, until my back’s against the wall and her chest is smashed flat against me. Her hands slip over my shoulders, around my neck, and with nowhere to look except at her…



I’m frozen to the spot by her purple eyes.



“…I was only helping her relax, you know,” she says. Her voice lilts with an innocence she doesn’t wear well, considering she’s naked and pressed right against me. “Asia’s been so tense lately. I thought a nice soak and some skinship would help loosen her up… though from what I’m feeling now, it’s doing the opposite with you. Not that I mind…”



I meet her gaze. Her left hand slips down to my chest, where her finger runs a burning circle on the surface of my school shirt. She gives a delighted hum—and well, there goes my hope that she doesn’t notice the tightness in my pants.



Not that I’m guilty, seeing that it’s her fault anyhow.



I frown at her. There’s no real malice in her that I can see, but nothing resembling Rias’s sincerity either.



“You shouldn’t toy with people like this,” I say. “If I were the same guy who fell for Raynare, I might fall for you, too. But I’m not that person anymore, and you’re making yourself really hard to trust.”



“Would falling for me be such a bad thing, Issei?” she asks, already smiling like she knows the answer is yes. “And while I might be making myself hard to trust, I’ve succeeded in making you—oh, I can’t! That’s too low-hanging, even for me.”



“Really? You had to go there?” I can feel my face burning. “This is your fault. It’s a natural reaction!”



She giggles and lays her head against my chest. Her laughter fades. I breathe in. She breathes out. “…Say, Issei. Trust can be such a fragile thing, don’t you think?”



When Akeno looks up, there’s a certain set to her face—one I didn’t expect to see. I nearly flinch at her expression; it’s one I’ve seen in the mirror plenty of times. The purest kind of self-loathing, so natural you don’t even question whether it’s deserved anymore.



But just as quickly as it pools in her purple eyes, Akeno drifts back toward the bath. The last thing she leaves me is the curve of her hips framed in the doorway until the steam blurs her form.



It’s a shame that there’s not more of it to hide her from me completely.



“Asia,” I call, keeping my eyes trained on the hall. “I’ve bought you a beginner’s book on learning Japanese. It’s got conversation bits and grammar, too.”



“T-Thank you!”



Mercifully, the bathroom door swings shut, but behind it, I hear Akeno humming a low, languid tune.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The three of us are downstairs in the common room when the rest of the peerage arrive fifteen minutes later. I’m sitting opposite Akeno. Three cups of tea alongside a tray full of various snacks sit between us on the coffee table. Asia’s beside me, shoulders hunched, legs pressed tightly together.



She’s not had a single sip of her drink yet.



Koneko is the first one in. “Hi, everyone.”



Asia smiles at her greeting while Akeno returns it and gestures the white-haired girl over. She moves around the table, drops onto the far side of the couch next to Akeno, and picks through the biscuits until she finds one she likes. She eats it in three bites without a word and then breaks another in half and nudges the piece toward Asia’s untouched saucer.



The offering forces Asia into drinking her tea to chase down the biscuit. Akeno watches her do it, amusement playing at the corner of her mouth. She’s been humming under her breath to fill the silence between the three of us and hasn’t stopped.



Koneko apparently doesn’t mind the lack of conversation. Neither do I, but I can feel Asia’s squirming through the couch. Telling her to stop will only make her more neurotic, so I drink my tea and bear it.



The front door clicks open a moment later. Kiba steps through, hands in his pockets, and takes the final seat on the couch next to Koneko.



“I’ll go and make you a cup, Kiba,” says Akeno.



He smiles. “Thank you.”



“Hyoudou,” Kiba says suddenly, when she’s gone. “I’ve recently become aware of some… interesting art of you and me. They give you a nice back, too. Mine’s apparently very delicate.”



…Oh no.



Ddraig, of course, chooses that moment to twist the knife in deeper. “There’s no shame in it. I’ve had many wielders who preferred the company of their shield-brothers. It’s often made them all the stronger in battle.”



Shut up.



The amusement in his voice, though, makes it obvious he knows that I don’t—and it’s the same amusement that’s thickening in Kiba’s voice as he laughs at me. Koneko flicks her eyes between Kiba and me, blushes, then returns her focus to the half-empty plate of biscuits.



I sip my tea. It’s going on lukewarm now.



Kiba’s perfectly reasonable most of the time… but like Rias and Akeno, he enjoys winding people up. Not as much as Akeno, but he clearly knows how much the rumours about the two of us annoy me and enjoys my reaction.



Koneko reaches over, picks up a biscuit, and leans across the table just enough to drop it onto my saucer. Her version of a contribution to the conversation, I guess.



“Thanks, Koneko,” I say.



Kiba props his chin on a hand. “There are all these little details: like how you pin my arms over my head and—”



Asia chokes on her tea. She sets the cup down too fast and nearly knocks it over. Koneko picks up another biscuit, snaps it in half, and eats both pieces herself. Akeno’s humming drifts back in from the kitchen along with the clink of porcelain and the soft gurgle of a kettle.



She’s holding Kiba’s cup against a saucer when she returns, its steam trailing behind her.



“Oh my,” she says. “Should I be jealous, Issei? I thought I was the only one who got to feel your firm touch.”



She sets Kiba’s cup in front of him, but keeps her eyes on me. Asia tries to shrink beside me, but there’s nowhere left to go on the couch.



Kiba takes a sip from his tea. “I wonder what our President thinks about the art. Has she seen it yet? It’s very popular with our school’s girls. I imagine she’d have lots of things to say.”



Right then, we all hear the unmistakable click of Rias’s heeled footfalls grow closer.



“Have I seen what, Yuuto?” she asks.



Rias sets down her bag on the floor and walks to the armchair at the head of the coffee table. Akeno rises to make Rias a cup of tea.



Kiba leans back into the sofa’s arm, watching her reaction with a shark’s grin. “Art of me and Hyoudou. Supposedly, we’re quite the pair.”



Koneko, after greeting Rias, goes back to nudging half a biscuit toward my saucer. Small mercies in the face of Kiba’s needling.



A smile flickers at the corner of Rias’s mouth. “Is that so? Last week, some of the girls in Akeno and I’s study hall were busy with something, but I didn’t realise you were providing so much inspiration, Issei.”



Akeno sets Rias’s cup down in front of her and settles back into her seat, legs crossed and her smile folded just behind the rim of her cup. “From what I hear, they’ve long-since decided who’s on top and who’s the bottom.”



Rias smiles at my slack expression. “And who’s the bottom, I wonder.”



Kiba presses his knuckles to his mouth to stifle a laugh, but there’s no point in hiding his laughter when his shoulders are quivering just to hold it back. “Me, of course. Hyoudou’s become a thug on top of his perversion, according to the kendo club.”



“Issei can be quite the rough lover, President,” says Akeno. Her gaze fixes on me for a moment. “Asia knows, don’t you?”



“…N-No.” Her hands flutter uselessly over her empty cup.



“It seems Issei’s hands are quite busy these days. First Kiba, and now me. I was close enough that I even felt his virile—”



Rias sets down her cup with a deliberately sharp clink. “That’s quite enough bullying, Yuuto, Akeno. Poor Issei looks rather uncomfortable, no?”



“Apologies, Hyoudou,” says Kiba, sounding very insincere.



Akeno’s lips part like she has more to say, but instead, her teeth flash in a small, sly smile. “Awfully sorry, Issei. I do lose myself in my passions sometimes. I’ll make it up to you.” She sits back with perfect posture and nods. “Yes, it’s a promise. You too, Asia.”



“O-Oh, that’s not necessary, Miss Akeno,” she stammers out. “I know you were just trying to make me feel welcome.”



“But it is necessary. Tell you what, dear, I’ll help you with your Japanese every weekend, okay?”



Asia’s smile can only be described as radiant. “Then, thank you.”



Rias interrupts with a light cough. “We move after sunset, everyone. Till then, make your preparations. Change into something more battle-ready, too. Does anyone need anything from me?”



I relax—the conversation’s finally moved to more familiar ground.



“I need a sword,” I say. “Or a spear. Either’s fine.”



“Kiba?”



He nods at Rias’s call. “On it.”



Akeno slips upstairs, presumably to get ready. Kiba moves to the corner of the room, where a magic circle forms at his feet. I take my bag to the kitchen and change out my uniform into a pair of jogging bottoms, though I leave my red undershirt on.



One more hour, and Raynare’s life is forfeit.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The church squats at the end of a dead road. Rotting beams stand exposed, rows of abandoned houses run adjacent to it, and an iron cross on the steeple hangs from a rusted bolt.



We hover high above the building in a loose circle.



Rias drifts forward, her hair billowing like a torn flag in the wind. Akeno is just behind her, fingertips crackling with small forks of lightning. Honestly, our entire presence here together is unnecessary. Either one of them could go down alone and wipe the place clean in minutes.



But this is for me, and I do this for Issei Hyoudou.



Akeno lifts her hand. The air tastes sharp, like metal scorched too long. She looks over her shoulder at me and smiles.



Crimson power coils around Rias’s wrist, twisting the air. She forms a small ball of dark light. It’s almost funny how gently the ball descends, slow and weightless, but it hits the roof like a thrown boulder. Rotten wood snaps and flies skyward, and rended tiles hurl into dead trees. The rusted cross snaps in half and shatters on the stone steps below.



There’s no sign of life for one long moment, then, two dark shapes burst up through the smoke. I make out pairs of black-feathered wings until the shapes slow. A small, blonde fallen angel twirls above the wreckage. The taller one, hair long and pale under the moon, floats higher with her arms crossed under her chest.



Both remain a stone’s throw below.



“Well, well, devils at the door,” the small blonde one says, looking up at me. “Dohnaseek was a stuffy old bastard, but I’ll have to avenge him, you know.”



The taller one laughs. “Your death won’t be easy. Apparently, he squealed so nicely the first time, didn’t he, Mittelt? I’m looking forward to seeing if Raynare was telling the truth.”



The storm in Akeno’s palm swells, bigger, brighter, and angrier.



“Yuuto. Koneko. Issei. Go down below and deal with the rest.” Rias’s blue eyes capture mine, and she smiles. “This certainly counts as enemy territory, Issei—promote to any piece you see fit. When you find Raynare, she’s yours. Akeno and I will deal with these two. They won’t get away with mocking your death.”



Akeno’s laugh lacks any humour. She flicks her fingers skyward, and the first arc of lightning snaps Mittelt towards the horizon. The taller fallen angel hurls a spear of light at us, only for a crackling crimson orb to destroy it.



Kiba floats to my left. Koneko ghosts in at my right, rolling her shoulders. Below us, the hole in the church’s roof yawns wide. Candles flicker in the nave like fireflies, and metal artefacts catch what’s left of the moonlight.



Dozens of rogue exorcists flood the nave with their weapons bared. Some remain in the building, but just as many launch themselves through windows and fire their holy rounds into the sky.



“Promotion: Knight,” I say, unsheathing the sword at my back using my right hand.



The Boosted Gear clamps onto my left hand.



“BOOST!”



Kiba claps my shoulder once. Koneko tucks her wings in and drops first. We plummet after her. She angles herself to fall in front of the exorcists gathering outside. Kiba follows her down, but I go straight through the demolished roof and hit the church floor hard.



The rogue exorcists come fast. Three in front, four to the flank. The nearest one charges and raises a visibly cheap sword high. I step inside his arc and slam the pommel of my sword into his teeth. His hands drop below his shoulders, and the instant they do, I behead him.



The next swings wide. I let the blade whistle past my shoulder, turn, and ram my elbow into his throat. His neck crunches around the blow.



Something heavy screeches across the floor behind me. Koneko must have clambered through a window. She lifts a pew off the ground and hurls it across the room. Then, she grabs a man by the wrist and flings him sideways through four other exorcists.



“BOOST!”



A blade rakes low in my peripheral vision. I skip back and drag my sword under his arm and send the dead limb sky high. Warm blood spatters my wrist. He tries to scream, but I slash his throat and let him fall.



“D-Die, you monster!” a female voice screeches behind me, and I twist on my feet. A shot goes off, but not near me. Kiba bounces off the broken walls, moving faster than any of them can aim.



Another exorcist lunges at me. I catch the cheap edge on the Boosted Gear and drag him into my knee. His nose collapses in a spurt of warmth across my thigh.



The Boosted Gear’s third call marks the time since we descended on the church. “BOOST!”



One of the few exorcists left tries to escape through the destroyed door. Koneko drags him back by the collar and caves his chest in. The last three circle the fallen pew, eyes flicking to each other for courage.



The first breaks formation with a desperate swing at my neck. I duck under it, hook my heel behind his, and shove him over my foot. He tries to scramble away, but I pin him under my foot and bring my sword down.



Watching him gurgle, the second bolts for the door, but Kiba’s blade sinks into her thigh. She drops screaming, for all that it takes him to summon another sword that he plunges through her.



The last backs away, muttering a prayer under his breath, too quiet to hear. I step over a corpse, and he flinches. I could let him run—but these are the same people aiding Raynare and Freed Sellzen. I cross the distance in one stride to match his three retreating ones, parry his swing, and bury my sword under his ribs.



His breath hitches out in a soft, startled sigh. I yank the blade free. Blood drips hot down my fingers. Kiba wipes his sword on a dead man’s priest habit. Koneko wrinkles her nose at the gore on her knuckles.



Beyond the broken altar, a door hangs open—somehow untouched by both Rias’s aerial bombardment and our skirmish. Cold air seeps up the stairs… but beyond the sconces burning the path downwards, I can’t see anything.



“BOOST!”



My grip tightens on my sword’s hilt. The Boosted Gear hums alive around my free hand.



Kiba smiles. “Well, there’s nowhere else to go except down.”



“Then let’s go down,” I reply.



The stairwell curls down into rot. Candlelight shudders along the slick stone walls. We reach a landing: a rusted iron gate hangs open to the side, twisted by some previous force, and the room beyond is large—once a crypt, maybe—and is lit in hellish orange.



There’s a crude altar in the centre. Raynare stands atop it. Her black wings arch behind her. What she wears now is a hybrid between mockery and armour—some high-slit thing made of dark leather showing more flesh than it protects.



She might as well be naked for all the good it does her.



“Issei. So you came after all. No nun? Well, it’s a pity, but I suppose I’ll have my fun by torturing the answer out of you,” she says, smiling sweetly, until she sees the Boosted Gear. “I-Is that—no, it can’t be!”



The emerald gem on my wrist flashes. “Raynare, was it? You’re far more stupid than I gave you credit for. Are you to tell me that, not only did you kill my host, but you did it without knowing what sacred gear he possessed?”



She swallows thickly, but doesn’t reply to Ddraig’s words.



“…In any case, you left him bleeding in the dark, so it’s only fitting that your cruelty be repaid to you.”



I take a step forward. She watches me warily, but looking at my face seems to inspire some strange confidence in her.



“Did you enjoy our date?” she asks, tilting her head. Her smile is suddenly gentle. “I know you worked so hard to make it special.”



“Raynare.”



“Not Yuuma?” She smiles like she’s disappointed to hide the nerves. “You’re all here for me, then? Is this a group execution?”



“No,” I say. “Just me.”



Her empty smile swells with confidence and turns ugly. “I remember the look in your eyes when I ran you through. That pathetic little hope that maybe I’d say sorry, or kiss you before you went. Heh. You really died thinking I cared.”



My grip on my sword tightens.



Raynare’s wings flex behind her. She forms a spear of light and points it at the Boosted Gear. “When I told you to blame God for granting you that sacred gear, I wasn’t sure what sacred gear you possessed—but my instincts told me it was a dangerous one!”



“BOOST!”



She freezes, and I don’t waste a single second.



That’s enough boosting, Ddraig.



“EXPLOSION!”



A raging heat floods through me and spurs me on. My sword cleaves through the space she stood a heartbeat before. Steel chips off hard-light as she barely forms a spear in time to block me. The strike still sends her rushing to meet the crypt’s high roof. Her wings flare to stop her ascent, but I don’t give her the time to breathe.



I fly up to her and ready myself to swing. She hurls down two light spears at once. I smash them aside, but the holy weapons melt two-thirds of my blade away. Our eyes lock. I slam whatever’s left of the sword into her shoulder, leave it in her, and hurl her to the ground.



Raynare screams, even as her wings twist to slow her fall. She lands hard, one knee down. I descend on her and crack the stone beneath us.



“I’m going to rip your heart out for that,” she snarls under my boot.



I grind my foot into her even more. She gasps and moans as something crunches under my heel.



“F—F-Fuck you, you ingrate,” Raynare says between pained breaths.



Holy light flashes into her grip. I use her back as leverage to flip back, only she raises the spear when my feet hit the ground. I throw myself to the side just in time, and Raynare buries half its length into the ground.



If I wanted to, I could’ve killed her with my first attack—but while Raynare deserves death, no one said her death would be easy.



I barrel forward and drive my elbow into her sternum. Her wings go rigid.



“Kiba!” I yell. “Give me something that’ll hurt.”



I watch him pull a pulsing crimson straight sword out of the ground. “Oh, this one’ll hurt, alright.”



He throws it. Raynare is on her knees. I catch the hilt and raise the blade. Her eyes go wide. She backpedals, slips in her blood, and lands hard against the altar.



Raynare looks like she might plead. Her lips twitch, but nothing comes out. The blade comes down and carves straight through her collarbone. The sword splits her open from her right shoulder to the left hip, and catches on bone for all of a second before I rip it free.



A wave of fire erupts from the gash. Her ribs glow through the smoke and flames curling out of her gut.



Raynare doesn’t scream at first. She just… twitches, mouth and eyes wide. A half-breath escapes her like a sob—and then a scream so full of panic it barely sounds human rips out of her. Black feathers sink through the air as her wings flail, and she rolls onto her back and thrashes.



Meat and copper, and burned leather wafts into my face.



“PLEASE! PLEASE—” She chokes on the agony. “I-IT HURTS! I G-GET IT—STOP, PLEASE, I-ISSEI!”



The fire clings to her, crawls up her back, and licks at her from the inside out. Her right wing catches next.



“I’M SORRY—J-JUST STOP—”



“Why should I?”



She freezes halfway through her crawl and howls, sobbing out great heaving breaths. I circle behind her. She tries to look over her shoulder. Only one eye meets mine. I drive the sword through her back.



Raynare’s voice breaks. Her body locks up. Flames rush down the blade, setting her spine alight. The heat washes over me. Her wings—one all charred bone and the other dark feathered—curl inwards, then turn to ash.



I let go of the sword. It hisses inside her. Then, for the first time since I woke in this world, I breathe without weight.



The air stirs as Rias comes to a stop next to me. Akeno’s heels click lightly against stone as she circles Raynare’s charred corpse. Koneko brushes past me on her way out. Kiba pats my shoulder. Akeno gives me a long, unreadable look before following the others up the stairs, but Rias lingers.



“Let’s go, Issei,” she says. “You’ve done what you came here to do.”



I don’t answer, but in the end, I follow her.
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That’s the first arc done. I’m really satisfied with it. There’s also an interlude after this one that I think you’ll enjoy more than this chapter. Why? Well, that’s a secret, but let’s just say it’s something kind of in demand? Besides that, I’ve taken the criticism on Tatsumi being overly serious in stride. These chapters were written beforehand, but granting his character a bit more levity is something I’ll be doing, since outside of serious moments, he’s mostly easygoing, and even incites jokes and whatnot.



Basically, making him a little bit more shounen-y in terms of personality. Wouldn’t do to have him be all doom and gloom 24/7. Not that I think that he is, but Tatsumi’s generally more upbeat.



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read an Interlude + Chapter 6 right now, if you so wish, via the ‘Enduring’ tier.



Do check under ‘Extras’ for some art of the NSFW variety, if that interests you.


Interlude 1: Oblivion

Thanks to my friends and fellow authors who’ve been kind enough to act as beta-readers—and of course, my one and only official beta reader, @Darth-Vulturnus!



@ScotttheBard, (a good friend of mine), @superjukes (also a friend), @AnonTheWEEB (a very forgetful man), @Turncoat (author of my second favourite Naruto fic right now), @Proman (author of my favourite DBZ fic ever), @Ozlyk (the best artist I know, take a look), Trainman (who’s not on QQ, but is on Spacebattles with cool Fate fics), @Darkscythe Drake (author of Assassin Among Heroes & Great Sage, Equal To Heaven and Above Brockton), and last but not least, @Pietersielie (whose Skyrim fic deserves so much more love)






Power flows back and forth like a tide against the shore here. That ebb and flow is Ddraig’s breath. He is all that is alive here. His vast form sits coiled in the crimson dark of the Boosted Gear, folded among that which forms the connection between Tatsumi and him. If he so wished, Ddraig could watch the world through Tatsumi’s eyes and watch every petty classroom squabble, but most times, he prefers not to unless called upon.



Over the centuries, Ddraig has grown accustomed to the dreariness of solitude. Still, he is a warrior, no matter how well he tunes out the constant restlessness. The Red Dragon Emperor has passed through countless hands and hearts over the centuries, and most of them, Ddraig remembers with disinterest or outright contempt. Some were driven by greed, clutching for power to hoard like misers. Others were consumed by ambition, burning through their strength in the pursuit of crowns. Too many were paralysed by fear, begging him for salvation.



Tatsumi is not like them. He made a promise and delivered by immolating the fallen sow who murdered Iseei Hyoudou. When Ddraig had asked for vengeance, Tatsumi gave it without hesitation. Had he not watched the boy’s life, that alone would have earned his respect.



There will be a time, as there always is, when Albion will appear to do battle. The White Dragon Emperor, bound to his mortal host, will find his way to Tatsumi, and their old war will resume through new hands. That meeting is inevitable, as it has been for centuries: the same battle scrawled over and over in history’s margins, the faded pages rewritten in their hosts’ fresh blood.



But there is no need to drag his host’s eyes toward a battle that cannot yet be fought. Unlike some of his predecessors, Tatsumi does not need to be nudged to seek strength. He has his ambitions to realise. Better to let him prepare without knowing he prepares for the time being. What his current partner needs is the opposite of a war on the horizon.



A ripple disturbs the Gear’s quiet. Ddraig feels the drag against his tide of power at once. He uncoils, rising from his rest. The red expanse that he is bends as he moves, and the groundless floor trembles under the scrape of his claws.



There he sees it. In the farthest corner of the Gear’s inner sea, something besides himself breathes. The shadows there are thick, reluctant to part for him. Within them, a grey shape uncoils with the ponderous certainty of a predator that has never known fear. Then the outline sharpens: jagged plates of scale, horns like fractured blades, eyes that glow a molten orange.



A maw lined with teeth like broken swords gapes at him, hot breath rolling out in salivating, uneven bursts. Those of Tatsumi’s world called this mere beast a dragon. To equate this witless, wingless brute with his kind is like calling a crow an eagle because they both have feathers.



Tyrant is ruled by nothing more than appetite. Predictably, its hungry molten eyes lock on him. There’s hunger there, and certainly bloodlust, but no intelligence. Even beyond the grave, the beast knows Tatsumi’s soul. Rage and hunger tighten its muscles.



Ddraig rises taller than Tyrant, far more powerful, every line of his vast form promising the death that is coming. Tyrant roars a challenge. The sound has no language or thought in it, except the mindless certainty of a beast that believes itself superior to him.



And that cannot stand.



Ddraig moves. Their clash is not flesh on flesh but soul on soul, power grinding against power until the very air of the Boosted Gear’s domain trembles. The beast’s bulk slams into him, claws tearing gouges into his incorporeal hide, seeking to rip open a place in this domain that is not his.



Ddraig meets the assault head-on. Talons like scythes sink into false scale, tearing through sinew and bone. He drives Tyrant down, the impact cracking the crimson floor in spiderweb patterns beneath them.



The pretender writhes, its tail coiling around his foreleg in a desperate bid for leverage. Ddraig growls, a sound like mountains grinding together, and surges forward. His claws scythe into Tyrant’s shoulders, parting armour and muscle as though they were wet paper.



Pinned, the beast thrashes, slashing at his flanks. Ddraig’s weight crushes it flat. He drives a foreclaw deep into its gut, hooks upward, and rips from navel to throat. Steam and the reek of spilt entrails roll into the void.



“You would have hollowed him out,” Ddraig lowers his head, voice rumbling like distant thunder, “until nothing remained but your hunger. You seek to supplant me and do the same, gnat?”



His jaws snap down on the exposed meat. The first of his bites takes half the ribcage; the second shatters the sternum with a wet, crunching crack. He tears strips free and swallows them whole, the taste bitter with the echoes of long-done battles.



Some from Tatsumi’s own life, others from hosts long before. One Ddraig recognises as Bulat, Tatsumi’s master.



Tyrant’s forearm lashes toward his face. Ddraig catches the joint in his teeth and rips it free in a spray of spectral gore. He gulps it down without pause. Another bite takes the other shoulder, then the wing-joint, each piece disappearing into his gullet as the beast’s strength bleeds away.



At last, he pins what remains—little more than a mangled head and spine—beneath his claw. The orange light in its eyes flickers, weak yet starving all the same. Ddraig meets that mindless gaze for a long moment, then lowers his jaws and bites through skull and neck in one final, crushing snap. Bone shatters; teeth grind; and then he chews slowly before swallowing all that Tyrant will ever be.



Nothing remains of the beast, save what Ddraig has taken into himself. No scrap of flesh, nor fragment of soul. The tide steadies, and his bloodlust wanes. Ddraig licks phantom blood from his fangs and coils back into his vigil.



The taste lingers, bitter and satisfying all at once. There is no glory in killing a mindless thing, but he is satisfied in freeing Tatsumi of this lesser being’s influence. The sacred gear is as much Ddraig’s prison as it is his dominion, and nothing dwells within its walls without his leave.



There will be no third life.
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A few things, besides my focus on adding some Incursio elements to the Boosted Gear: I expect my writing output is about to spike. Why? Well, the near-future plot direction is very clear to me, and I want to get to the good bit.



Besides that, I’ll also be changing how the horni art polls work. I kind of feel bad for “pinging” people so often. I have three times more horni art than I do threadmarks, too. So here’s the plan: I’ll run the poll alongside the chapter. The top three characters get art, and then they’re out of the running. For the next chapter update, you’ll have three fewer characters to choose from. When we’re fresh out, we start again. Of course, new female characters in the story will join the poll. But if they’re unpopular, I’ll take ‘em away. Case in point: this current poll. We have Mittelt, but Kalawarna and Raynare are gone.



The art was an interesting way to drive up engagement, but I want people to feel some excitement when they see an email from this story rather than expecting more porn. Engagement via discussion + chapters is always better, I think. Speaking of, the next update should be out in a day—maybe two? I’ll try to get it out tomorrow, but I won’t be slavish about it.



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read Chapter 6 + Chapter 7 right now, if you so wish, via the ‘Enduring’ tier.



Do check under ‘Extras’ for all the art of the NSFW variety, if that interests you.


6. Somehow, a Nun Moved In

Thanks to my friends and fellow authors who’ve been kind enough to act as beta-readers—and of course, my one and only official beta reader, @Darth-Vulturnus!



@ScotttheBard, (a good friend of mine), @superjukes (also a friend), @AnonTheWEEB (a very forgetful man), @Turncoat (author of my second favourite Naruto fic right now), @Proman (author of my favourite DBZ fic ever), @Ozlyk (the best artist I know, take a look), Trainman (who’s not on QQ, but is on Spacebattles with cool Fate fics), @Darkscythe Drake (author of Assassin Among Heroes & Great Sage, Equal To Heaven and Above Brockton), and last but not least, @Pietersielie (whose Skyrim fic deserves so much more love)






“Issei!”



“Dude!”



It’s the very next morning after I killed Raynare. I went straight home, parting ways with the peerage once we returned to Kuoh proper. That said, I couldn’t fall asleep, so I went to the gym at eleven o’clock—but even that hadn’t helped with the restlessness in the end. Revenge on Issei’s behalf had given me a sense of purpose that I was beginning to miss.



Five hours of sleep was all I could manage, and it left me slow to start and perpetually confused.



Motohama and Matsuda losing their minds on either side of me isn’t helping at all. I’m surprised, too—not for the same reason they are, but that’s beside the point. See, the new student is just about the last person I expected to see this early in the day.



“Hi!” Bright green eyes and blonde hair stand out against the class’s blackboard. “I’m Asia Argento, from Italy. Nice to meet you all!”



“Her Japanese isn’t bad, huh?” Motohama says.



Matsuda straightens. “I-Is she… is she looking at me?”



“Steady on, Matsuda! Here she comes!”



Asia weaves between the desks, smiling at greetings and introductions until she reaches our justifiably branded ‘pervert corner’ of the class. Matsuda swallows thickly. Motohama clears his throat as she approaches.



“Issei, look!” Asia says, spinning around with her arms wide. “I’ve always wanted to go to school, and I love how comfortable the uniform is!”



“Don’t take this the wrong way, but why are you here?” I ask.



She looks away sheepishly. “A-After Miss Rias returned last night, she asked whether I’d be interested in joining her peerage.”



“…Did you?”



She gives an emphatic shake of her head. “As grateful as I am to all of you, I don’t want to be a devil. The church may have thrown me out, but I still live by the Lord’s commandments.”



“Good… that’s good.” I lean back into my chair, relieved. “But then, why would she let you stick around you being a nun and all?”



“I’m excommunicated, which helps, but I’ve also been officially employed by Miss Rias as your peerage’s… human liaison? I can’t remember the exact term, but I’m paid to heal you all. One day, I’d like to open a clinic to heal everyone with my god given power, so I’m going to school to acquire the necessary credentials!”



“Oh. That’s… rather nice, actually. But where will you stay? Don’t tell me you’re going to remain holed up in the club room, are you?”



Asia blushes. “I-I was meaning to, u-um, talk to you about that. Would it be possible for—”



“What the fuck!” Matsuda yells, spittle flying free from his mouth. “When did you learn to speak Italian, Issei?”



“What?” I say, turning on him with a frown. “What are you—”



Then, I catch the stares of every single person in the class, including our homeroom teacher. Usually, the woman oscillates between unconsciousness, slumped behind a stack of papers, or exhaustion, while nursing a cup of coffee between her hands.



Even she’s wide awake.



Ddraig… help.



There’s no response—not even the usual press of his presence against my nape. I frown. He’s not always watching through my eyes, and I’m not sure what he does inside the Boosted Gear, but Ddraig’s never ignored me before.



Matsuda clears his throat.



“O-Oh,” I say, working my jaw to think up a believable lie. “Asia’s my Italian pen pal. I’ve been studying Italian for a year because she wanted to go to school here, right, Asia?”



“Yes!” Due to her limited Japanese, that tends to be her go-to answer for most things.



…Though knowing Matsuda and Motohama, it might be prudent to warn her. Those two might’ve committed to improving, but if only change could happen that quickly.



“I didn’t know you were studious in your spare time, Hyoudou,” our homeroom teacher says with an appraising gaze behind circular-rimmed glasses.



The rest of the class ranges anywhere between feral envy from the boys and scathing looks from the girls. Both, however, seem to be saying the same things about me:



“Two hot foreign girls? That two-timing perverted bastard!”



“Is he cheating on Rias Gremory with Asia Argento?”



I scan the room, looking for anyone willing to take a reasonable stance, and come up short. Three familiar girls are scowling at me, each wearing a coloured ribbon in their hair. The pink-haired one’s is white, and the two brown-haired girls wear a red and blue ribbon, respectively.



For the life of me, I can’t remember their names, but I know for a fact that they’re the Kendo Club girls who caught Matsuda and Motohama peeping on them two weeks ago. The angriest girl out of the three is familiar.



All at once, her baleful glare and that blue ribbon come rushing back on a tidal wave of guilt. I slump forward, defeated. There’s no redeeming Issei Hyoudou’s abysmal reputation. He and these two morons to my left and right have ruined their potential to befriend anyone until they graduate.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




“Stand, Hyoudou!”



I crack my eyes open to three girls crowding over me, each with a coloured ribbon in their hair. Then, I hear the ringing of the lunchtime bell and realise I once again slept through all the morning’s classes.



There’s a light weight on my shoulder. I turn, and Asia pulls her hand off my shoulder like she’s touched a naked flame.



“Where’s Motohama and Matsuda?” I ask.



“We told your pervert friends to get lost,” says the pink-haired girl.



The tallest girl has eyes the colour of honey and a red ribbon tying her hair into a ponytail. “Quiet, Katase. You promised you’d let Kaori do the talking.”



“But Murayama!” Katase pouts, even as she’s pulled away from me.



That leaves the unnamed girl with the blue ribbon in her hair—Kaori—to frown down her nose at me.



“In that case, why is Asia here?” I ask, rubbing the flake out of my eyes. “Your business is with me, right?”



“Why else do you think? To save her from your degeneracy!” Kaori crosses her arms. “Asia, do you know the kind of person Hyoudou is?”



Asia frowns. “…I’m not sure I appreciate the way you’re talking about my friend. Issei’s been nothing but kind to me.”



“Why do you think that is? He wants to get into your pants!”



Katase nods along.



I’m not going to win this argument, so I shoulder my backpack and rise. “If that’s all, I think I’m going to have some lunch now.”



Asia follows me and frowns at the three girls as we move past them.



“W-Wait!” Kaori runs around the desks to stand in front of us. She stomps her way into me, but her shorter frame forces her to crane her neck up to meet my gaze. “I-I challenge you to a duel, Hyoudou!”



I sigh and look behind me at Katase and Murayama. “Why should I agree?”



Murayama folds her arms. “Because you owe her for hurting her after we caught you and your friends peeping on us. You’re no man if you run away from a duel. Where’s your pride?”



“And if I have no pride?”



Katase, who’s even shorter than Kaori, bounces on her feet. “Then, at least we’ll know for sure you’re a coward and a pervert!”



I return my gaze to Kaori, who’s glaring up at me hard enough to set my face on fire.



“Okay,” I say. “Let’s say I accept. What are the terms?”



Kaori blinks. “T-Terms?”



“You said it’s a duel. People usually wager something on these kinds of things. It’s not like we’re fighting to the death, right?”



She straightens her back. “If I win, you stop talking to Asia.”



Asia hears her name and an immediate frown crawls over her face.



“And you stop harassing every girl in school. No more peeking, no more creepy upskirt shots, and no more hiding in the Kendo Club’s equipment room!”



I scratch the back of my head. “Fine. And if I win?”



“Yeah, right. Like that’s going to happen.”



“I’m not agreeing unless there’s something in it for me. I’ve got nothing to gain by fighting you.”



Murayama sighs, and we turn to her. “Just agree to something stupid. It’s not like he’s going to win.”



“If by some miracle you win…” Kaori clutches at her chin in thought. “Can I discuss it with them?”



I shrug, and she rushes past me. The three girls huddle for a moment. I can’t hear much besides whispers until there’s a very audible “That’s way too much!” from Kaori. She’s red in the face and half-hiding behind Murayama.



Katase walks up to me, brushing her straight pink locks behind an ear. “…If you win, we’ll send you a photo.”



“A photo of what?”



“Of us—in the school’s swimwear!”



I blink. “Swimwear?”



“That’s too conservative for you?” Katase’s lips curve up. “Alright, we’ll sweeten the deal and make it a bikini pic.”



Murayame pulls her away by the scruff of her school shirt. “Katase, what the hell!”



The girl who’d challenged me is completely hidden behind Murayama as she and Katase argue, and the duel lies there in the air, forgotten.



“Are you out of your mind?!”



“It’s not like he can win!”



“And if he does? By some miracle!”



“Then we’ll send it! Don’t think I haven’t seen you trying on my—”



“Hey,” I interrupt them before I hear more about them than I care to. “When’s this duel anyhow? I’d prefer to get it done sooner rather than later if it’s all the same to you.”



The three girls look at each other and smile.



Kaori shows her face again. “How about right now?”



“But it’s lunchtime,” I say.



“You want to eat? I wouldn’t recommend it. If you hurl, we’re going to make you clean it up.”



With that warning, the three girls leave.



“What was that about?” Asia asks.



“You don’t want to know.”



“Tell me!”



I do, and predictably, Asia begins to tear up. “Issei, why did you agree?”



“You don’t think I’m going to lose, do you?”



The idea of upsetting me by saying ‘yes’ seems to bother her more than the fact that I agreed to the duel. Instead, Asia frowns adorably and stomps off. I say adorable, because I can see the edge of her blonde head outside the door.



As angry as she is, she’s still waiting for me.



“Come on,” I say, walking past her and trying not to laugh.



I realise, as the tang of old sweat fills my nose, that Issei’s never been inside the Kendo club room before. The girls hand me a practice sword and some protective gear, and then leave me to my own devices. There’s no one else in the room besides us, and Asia stands off to the side with Katase to keep her company.



Kaori steps forward in a ready stance.



“First to two points,” Murayama says.



Kaori bows to me, and I hurry to reciprocate. Akame did the same right before beating me black and blue. The sight takes me back to the countless spars in the first base in the courtyard—Bulat cheering me on, Leone and Lubbock placing bets, Chelsea watching.



And Mine… well, being Mine. Safe to say, the unbidden memory is enough to distract me at the moment of attack.



Kaori aims a sharp swing at my head. I turn my shoulder just enough to avoid the blow, and she backs off, only for her second strike to come in towards my stomach. She misses, but before her arms reel in, I step inside her reach and press the tip of my shinai against her chest.



Murayama calls out a point against her, and Kaori scowls behind her protective helmet.



I back off for a moment as she swings her sword down. I catch the blow on my weapon’s edge and push against it. Kaori struggles against me for a moment before abruptly slipping under my sword. The lack of resistance sends me forward, and the point of her blade rams into my stomach.



It’s an inefficient attack that, in a real fight, would risk her being stabbed through the back, but it worked on me. The score between us is dead even now. We reset. The room tightens. Kaori lunges, pressing firmly against my sword, but once again, I push her back.



I see the flash of white teeth through her helmet and get ready to punish her for using the same move again. But to my surprise, Kaori actually pushes against me, so I lean into the attack and shove her away. Instead of stumbling, she leans back, plants her back foot, and holds her sword high.



I pivot around the downward strike and swing into her exposed stomach. Kaori stiffens, breath catching behind the wire mask, and steps back.



Murayama’s voice rings out, “Point, Hyoudou! That’s two.”



Kaori’s shoulders slump as she pulls off her helmet. Her face is flushed red.



“I guess I win,” I say.



She glares.



“But I want to apologise for the peeping.” I remove my helmet. “I’m trying to be better… but well, that doesn’t mean I can pretend mistakes weren’t made. I’m sorry to all of you.”



“…I’ll keep up my end of the bargain,” she says, looking away.



I look at Murayama and Katase. “You guys don’t have to, really.”



“Issei Hyoudou refusing a racy pic?” Katase smiles. “Now I’ve seen it all.”



Murayama frowns. “Are you looking down on us? You fought and won. A deal’s a deal.”



I slump—I didn’t even ask for the pictures, but there’s no way I’ll talk them out of it after winning.



“Maybe you’re not as much of a lost cause as I thought,” says Kaori, smiling at me.



Murayama adds, “Just don’t get too comfortable. We’ll be watching you. That said, it’s true that you don’t seem as perverted as before.”



“Kind of thuggish though,” Katase says. “But in a… hot way?”



“Katase!”



“What? It’s the hair!”



I shake my head as they start bickering again. I’m better off steering clear of their argument.



Asia runs up to me. “You did it!”



“Yep,” I say. “So, what now?”



“Lunch?” she asks.



“I could eat.”





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The Kendo Club girls whisked Asia away the moment the final bell sounded. They told me it wouldn’t take long, but since Motahama and Matsuda had already left, I couldn’t do much except stand outside the school and wait for her. Rias told me in advance last night that there wouldn’t be any club-related stuff today on account of handling the fallout from the Raynare incident.



I don’t know much about the politics of the supernatural world. The three factions hate each other, but because of a lack of manpower, they’re locked in a period of quiet feuding. Raynare is a member of the Grigori, which says bad things about the current non-aggression stance between the three factions if she were sent to cause trouble.



“Unlikely,” said Ddraig. “She didn’t even know Issei Hyoudou possessed the Boosted Gear when she killed him. That particular fallen angel suffered from a most deadly condition: unthinking zealotry.”



Where the hell have you been?



“Apologies, partner. I’ve been occupied as of late handling a remnant of your former weapon.”



…Incursio?



“No. Your armour was bound to that sword. I speak of the dragon. Tyrant? The final evolution you achieved before your death allowed you to synergise with the beast to the point where your souls started to fuse.”



I was starting to become Tyrant?



“Fear not, Tatsumi. I consumed the mindless beast,” Ddraig’s voice lilts with pride.



…Maybe dying was a blessing in disguise. After losing nearly everyone I cared about, losing my humanity to that monster is a fate worse than death. Turning my mind back onto my new world’s problems is a welcome distraction from the uncomfortable thought.



So what? A centuries-old peace agreement is gone like that?



“Also unlikely. That said, the fallen are a ragtag bunch. The Grigori are the largest assembly under Azazel; however, many splinter groups disagree with his decisions. Just as the devils have a schism between the old and new regimes, the fallen have their schisms, too.”



Couldn’t you say that the fallen are a splinter group from Heaven?



Ddraig laughs. “I suppose so. In any case, Azazel is the strongest of them, and he is the one who pushed for peace as the fallen angels’ representative.”



I stifle a yawn. You know… I’d like to meet this Azazel guy at some point and ask what the decision-making process behind sending Raynare to kill Issei Hyoudou was.



“After last night, I doubt he ordered the boy’s death.”



…Probably not, but caution towards fallen from here on out won’t hurt.



“Issei!”



I can feel my facial muscles relaxing at the sound of Asia’s voice. Backpack in hand, she’s running towards the open gate, alone.



“Where are the Kendo Club girls?”



Asia slows as she reaches me. “Club practice.”



“What did they want?”



“I joined the Kendo Club!”



“Really?” I say.



The reveal takes me aback a little. Asia doesn’t seem like the combatant type… but maybe this’ll be good for her.



She nods. “Mhm! The girls were all really nice. Besides, a healthy body is a healthy mind.”



“I’ll take the aspiring doctor’s word on it, then.”



Asia laughs, and we walk in silence for a long while. The late afternoon crowd has largely thinned out by the time we pass the high street corner. Salarymen on bikes pass us by alongside students with half-unbuttoned blazers. Every so often, Asia glances up at me like she wants to say something, then thinks better of it.



Eventually, she stops walking.



I turn. “What’s up?”



Her fingers tighten around the strap of her bag until her knuckles go pale. “…Can I stay with you?”



“Sorry—what?”



“I-I mean—after what happened with Raynare, Miss Rias suggested I move in with you. I’m really sorry to ask this way. I tried to earlier, but, u-um… your friend w-with the shaved head kind of interrupted.” Asia bows quickly. “I won’t be a burden. I promise! I’ll cook and clean and—”



“Hey,” I say, cutting her off. “It’s fine. You don’t have to sell me on it.”



She blinks up at me. “I-I don’t?”



“No. You’re not going to be sleeping under a bridge or anything. Just… give me a second to figure out what to tell my parents. Any reason why Rias said you couldn’t live in the club room?”



“O-Oh, she didn’t!” Asia looks at the ground. “Living with Miss Akeno… it’s fun, but very exhausting. I’m going to save the wage Miss Rias pays me until I can rent someplace nearby, but until then, I was hoping to live a little more quietly.”



I immediately sympathise with her—Akeno, while thoughtful, brings with her a fair amount of stress, too. Besides, Asia’s smile makes me feel like I made the right choice… but convincing Issei’s parents to let a random girl stay with us won’t be easy.



By the time we reach the house, the sun is a weak bruise behind the clouds. A cool breeze kicks up dust in the yard as we open the front gate. I stand at the door for a full fifteen seconds before opening it.



Asia adjusts her bag strap.



“Just follow my lead,” I mutter.



We step inside. Issei’s mother is in the kitchen, wearing a pastel apron with more stains than colour left. His father looks up from the couch, TV remote in hand. Asia and I are standing in a strange part of the hallway where we can see Issei’s father and mother, both of whom are in adjacent rooms.



“Oh!” Issei’s mother says, lighting up. “Welcome back, honey… uh, who’s this lovely girl?”



“This is Asia. She’s… a pen pal, from Italy,” I say, as Asia bows politely.



Issei’s father raises an eyebrow. “Pen pal?”



“Uh-huh.” I forge ahead. “From Italy, a country in Europe. I’ve been talking to her for about a year. She transferred over to finish high school, but doesn’t have anywhere to stay right now. Her host family situation fell through, so I figured—just for a little while—she could, you know…”



“Live here?” Issei’s father finishes.



“Temporarily,” I clarify. “Very temporarily.”



“Is that why you’ve been so different?” Issei’s mother asks.



“…Huh?”



“These past few weeks, you’ve been like an entirely different person. Waking up early, doing the dishes without complaining, going to the gym—your father and I thought it was because you wanted to impress that lovely Rias—but you even cleaned out your room!”



I freeze. “I—u-uh, yes?”



She turns to Asia. “I’m sorry, dear, but you know he has a girlfriend already, right? Rias Gremory? A third year at the school? Don’t let my son take you for a fool. As perverted as he can be, my Issei has a good heart underneath that awful libido.”



I’m not sure how much of that sentence Asia understood, but it’s enough that I can see that she’s hurt. Her posture tightens, like she’s absorbing a blow and trying not to show it. It’s not as if I’m blind to her feelings, but I just don’t reciprocate them.



Truthfully, I assumed she’d move past them on her own… but maybe I’ll have to be direct soon.



“I-I’m just Issei’s friend,” Asia says quickly. “Nothing’s going on b-between us!”



“Well, at least we know our son has a type, dear. Foreign girls, huh?” Issei’s father says, stretching with a groan, “Besides, it’s a full house now. Our guest room doesn’t see much use, except for when some old friends come to visit, so you can stay as long as you need to.”



She bows until her backpack slides into the back of her head. “Thank you!”



My mother hides her laughter behind a hand and ushers me down the hallway to get her settled.



Dinner is about as awkward as Asia’s introduction. Not catastrophic—but still stilted enough that I wish time could pass faster. Issei’s father is practically nudging his wife with his eyebrows every time Asia talks to me. Unlike her husband, Issei’s mother shoots me disapproving looks every so often.



I don’t blame her—it’s not a good look from their point of view—but her judgement isn’t much after the Kuoh Academy rumour mill took my supposed cheating on Rias and ran for the hills with it.



Asia seems to enjoy their attention, though. She asks about their work as best as she can, compliments Issei’s mother’s cooking, and laughs when Issei’s father tells a terrible joke about German sausages being the “wurst” despite Asia being Italian. To her credit, she fits in like she’s always been here.



Fits in more than I do, anyhow, wearing their son’s face, so I keep eating and nodding.



And right as I swallow the guilt alongside a mouthful of my dinner, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I take it out, only to find a message from an unknown number. I debate ignoring it before curiosity wins. Asia and Issei’s parents are enraptured by their conversation, so there’s no real harm in checking my phone.



I very nearly bite my tongue once the message loads in. It’s a photograph of Katase, holding the phone high—angled just enough to catch her, Murayama, and Kaori in frame. They’re in bikinis. Murayama’s is deep red, Kaori’s is white, and Katase herself wears a strappy blue number that clings to her like it was painted on.



It’s the agreed-upon wager that I didn’t ask for.



They’re crowded together in the Kendo Club showers, post-practice maybe. Kaori looks away, hands clamped close over her flushed face. There’s a stern set to Murayama’s jaw that makes it clear she’s taken the picture solely out of pride.



Katase’s eyes are locked on the camera—her smile is wide and proud. The caption beneath reads: ‘Your prize, oh mighty victor.’



I’m already pressing my tongue to the roof of my mouth to stop myself from cursing, but before I can put my phone away, I notice the second image.



Katase—strands of telltale pink hair clinging to her collarbone give her identity away—is alone against the locker room’s tiled walls. Only the lower half of her face is in the frame. Her blue bikini top is lifted over and up, leaving nothing to my imagination.



Another message comes through: ‘Yes, this is my number. Do with that what you will.’



My pulse hits a dull, steady throb low in my gut. I force a breath through my nose and set the phone face down on the table after turning the screen off.



I really shouldn’t be thinking about her like this.



I answer to someone else’s name and live under someone else’s roof. Someone whose parents sit across from me, none the wiser that I’m not their son. This isn’t my family… but after last night, it doesn’t feel like someone else’s.



If anything, I’m guilty that I don’t feel guilty anymore.
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Yes, Murayama and Katase are basically OCs wearing canon characters’ faces. I didn’t watch the anime. They really don’t have much of a personality in the LN, which I’m reading, so I decided to use this transitional Chapter 6 to close out the plot from Chapter 1 while delivering some horny comedy. Don’t worry, as of Chapter 8, the Rating Game has begun, which, as I say below, you can read right now via the ‘Enduring’ tier. I’ll work up a backlog to make the ‘Eternal’ tier worth it, so don’t feel pressured to sub to it because of what it says on the site. Hopefully I’ll be three chapters ahead of public release by next week. I’m only ahead by two at the moment.



Anyhow, horny poll will be up for 8-9 hours today. Why? I’ve not slept. I stayed up writing to get this release out. Not smart since it’s 4:30 AM, but I can sleep for 6 hours and be up by 10-11 AM?



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read Chapter 7 + Chapter 8 right now, if you so wish, via the ‘Enduring’ tier.



Do check under ‘Extras’ for all the art of the NSFW variety, if that interests you.


7. Nuptial Kindling

Thanks to my friends and fellow authors who’ve been kind enough to act as beta-readers—and of course, my one and only official beta reader, @Darth-Vulturnus!



@ScotttheBard, (a good friend of mine), @superjukes (also a friend), @AnonTheWEEB (a very forgetful man), @Turncoat (author of my second favourite Naruto fic right now), @Proman (author of my favourite DBZ fic ever), @Ozlyk (the best artist I know, take a look), Trainman (who’s not on QQ, but is on Spacebattles with cool Fate fics), @Darkscythe Drake (author of Assassin Among Heroes & Great Sage, Equal To Heaven and Above Brockton), and last but not least, @Pietersielie (whose Skyrim fic deserves so much more love)






Devils don’t look all that different from humans, so much so that it’s incredibly easy to mistake one for the other. Besides the leathery wings, they—and now I—can hide at will, there’s not much separating the two. And yet, devils, fallen angels, and angels are a world apart from humanity.



Most of the time, I don’t notice it. But there are moments, brief as they are, that hit me like the splash of cold water against my face. The first day I met her, Rias pacified my parents using whatever demonic power she possesses as an instinct. Convenience, she said, even while acknowledging the twisted ease with which she compelled them. I hadn’t thought much of it, then. But what do I know?



That devils are so much stronger than human beings that it’s ridiculous? Or that the gap in strength is so vast that my gym membership was a waste of money in the end? After one week, I was lifting the maximum weight the machines and iron plates could offer me, and before that, I was close to doing so.



If I—a supposedly low-class devil, according to Ddraig and Rias—am capable of this much with barely any training, is it at all strange that the supernatural world is as cruel as it seems to be?



Even among ordinary humans, the notion that might makes right exists and excuses horrific suffering. I knew humans who saw others as less than vermin, simply because they happened to be born wealthy, while those they toyed with were not—humans and devils, humans and angels, fallen and otherwise.



Those divisions run deeper than money. With an incredibly long lifespan and monstrous strength, it’s incredibly easy to look at human beings as lesser. Not out of any malicious intent or hatred, either. When might makes right, the weak are inferior as a fact of life. The deepest part of me wants to crush that kind of worldview underfoot but it’s not totally baseless.



Aren’t I the living proof of it? We won because we were strong. Then again, Esdeath was strong, stronger than anyone, but she was the furthest thing from right I ever ran into. It’s so damn easy to say we won because we were right. That we were stronger because we were right, and the Emperor was wrong for letting the people suffer. But the truth is more uncomfortable than that.



How much easier would it be for devils, angels, and fallen angels to look at human beings as insects and toy with them as people would ants? I’ve known Rias and everyone else long enough that whether they’re good people isn’t a question anymore. But I still can’t help but wonder…



A couple of weeks on from killing Raynare, and I’ve been dragged into Rias’s routine. Before I knew it, I was running around establishing and maintaining contracts. They were all fairly pleasant and harmless, mainly. Ultimately, I left after making the client’s life better. I suppose it’s… easy to accept things as they are when nothing in your surroundings forces you to confront the cynicism in the back of your mind.



There haven’t been any more stray devils like Viser. No more innocents gutted like fish for wielding weapons they didn’t understand. Or maybe… I’m just tired of fighting. I’d won the day for the people once—isn’t that enough?



It’s not the first time I’ve thought it. Fleeting, most of the time. But these days, the combination of things I don’t know and my lack of power are easy excuses for such thoughts to rally behind. The cling of hot, damp cloth to the small of my back is just one more discomfort next to that thought.



I look around. We’re in after the morning frenzy, and now, the only people in the gym are older folk walking on treadmills or that infinite staircase people call the stairmaster.



In hindsight, inviting Matsuda and Motohama to train with me probably wasn’t the smartest idea, but I hadn’t counted on having completely outgrown the gymnasium when I asked them. I thought I could scale up the weights as needed… but there were limitations before I even discovered what mine were.



And thanks to that, any plan to leverage Asia’s Twilight Healing to speed up my progression is mostly dead in the water until I obtain other modes of training.



“Come on, Motohama! Push!”



Matsuda stands over Motohama, who, after a month, is pushing about sixty kilos off his chest. Teeth crunch together, and his glasses begin to mist slightly, but he lifts the barbell without Matsuda’s help.



“H-How many was that?” he asks, sitting up. “Five?”



Matsuda taps his bottom lip. “Four this set and five in the last two, I think.”



“The same as last week,” Motohama says.



“Happens sometimes,” I answer, grateful for the distraction. “Do you sleep enough?”



I go to make eye contact, but he breaks it immediately.



“…Not as much as I should, no. I’ve had a few five-hour nights.”



“Try to get more rest,” I say. “You’re not going to see results if your body’s repairing with half a tank.”



Motohama nods, but it’s vague. I adjust the plates on the bar in front of me, keeping the load within a believable range for my frame.



Matsuda watches with narrowed eyes. “You sure you don’t wanna go heavier? I’m pretty sure you can take it.”



“I’m pacing myself. It’s a warm-up set.”



“Uh-huh.” He crosses his arms. “Since when do you know gym stuff?”



“What do you mean?”



Matsuda jabs a thumb at himself. “I’m the athletic one, remember? I did baseball, soccer, and judo club—before, y’know, my priorities.”



“Wasn’t that, like, ages ago?” Motohama mutters after taking a swig from his water bottle.



“Still counts. I got into this school on a sports scholarship and still do stuff from time to time,” Matsuda snaps at him, before turning to me. “But seriously, dude, you’re sounding like one of those ViewTube fitness bros. Where’d you pick that up?”



I offer a shrug. “The internet. Figured if I was gonna get stronger, I might as well do it right.”



“Huh.” He stares at me for a second longer, then grunts. “Weird.”



“You just noticed that now?” Motohama says, breathing harder as he preps for his next set. “He’s been weird since we found out he’s dating Rias Gremory! How’s that going by the way?”



Matsuda smiles, wriggling his eyebrows. “Yeah. How’s that going, my man? I bet you see heaven every night.”



I suppress a smile. “Whatever you say, guys.”



Matsuda lets out a dramatic sigh. “Man, some people just get everything, the hot foreign girlfriend included. Meanwhile, I’m still trying to deadlift without dislocating my spine.”



“You’re not even supposed to feel it in your spine,” Motohama says, lying back on the bench again. “That’s kind of the whole point.”



Matsuda scoffs. “Who died and made you the fitness expert?”



“He’s not wrong,” I say, smiling at Motohama’s vindicated fist pump.



Motohama exhales sharply as he retakes the bar. I hover near the rack just in case he needs a spot, watching his form. His elbows flare slightly.



“Alright,” I nod at Motohama’s setup. “Focus on the elbow angle this time. Keep your wrists straight. You’ll hit the right muscles and won’t risk hurting yourself.”



Motohama adjusts his grip, frowning with more concentration than usual. Matsuda watches me again, the same way he did earlier.



“You want a set next?” I ask, gesturing to the bench.



“Eh, you can go first.”



I shake my head and lie back down, taking the bar in my hands. I fake a little tremble in the arms—just enough to look like I’m putting in effort. It’s stupid, but necessary. This past month’s gym sessions are going well as far as friendship’s concerned.



I’ve not heard of any peeping incidents either, and not that I’m particularly regretful, but Motohama and Matsuda’s invitations to watch porn after school stopped around the time we started going to the gym. Now, the more optimistic part of me wants to assume it’s because they changed for the better, but I know they’re just excluding me to be petty.



“Man,” Matsuda mutters, watching me lift. “You’ve really changed.”



I rack the bar and sit up, towel over my shoulders. “Yeah?”



“Yeah. I mean… you used to be kind of hopeless, no offence. And now?”



He trails off, and Motohama takes over. “You’re like… cool now. Responsible and giving advice and stuff. It’s weird.”



“You two make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”



“No, it’s just—” Matsuda shrugs. “—people don’t just flip the switch one day and become a different person. I dunno. Feels like there’s a story I missed.”



But I just shrug. Not like he’s wrong.



“Guess I just grew up a little.”





—⧬⧭⧬—​




By the time I get home for lunch, the house is quiet.



My parents—Issei’s parents—are out shopping. Usually, around now, Asia would come sprinting through the house to say hello. She’s probably still at her Japanese lesson with Akeno, or Issei’s parents took her with them, which they’ve been known to do.



Either way, I’ve got the run of the house, at least until they get back.



The water runs hot when I step into the shower. Steam curls around my arms and chest. I don’t expect anyone to be home, so until I return to my room, I don’t notice her. When I do, I freeze with one foot in the room and a towel around my shoulders.



“Issei…?”



Rias stands just inside my bedroom, wrapped in a satin nightgown that catches the overhead light like liquid. It’s thin and not at all modest. I don’t even need to squint to see through it, and her hair is damp.



Her lips part—like she wants to speak—but she looks around instead, scanning the room slowly. I realise, then, that she hasn’t been in this room since I first woke up in Issei’s body nearly two months ago.



Her face twists. “…You cleaned it?” She looks down. Her hands twist at the edge of her sleeve. “I thought—”



She doesn’t finish. I’m immediately curious. Rias is never this off-balance. Quiet, sure. That’s usually when she’s teasing me, but this is far from it. For a moment, I wonder if Rias has come here to tease me out of boredom.



But only for a moment.



“Are you alright?” I walk past her and sit down on my bed, then gesture her into the chair across from me.



She sits slowly, tension curling her fingers into her lap. Her expression flickers: shame, defiance, and a fiery flicker too fast to catch. In the end, she slumps, like the strength holding her up was borrowed, and ran out when she saw my room.



“I-I’m… I’m sorry,” she says, shoulders hunched and head bowed. Red curls fall over her face. Her fists quiver.



“For what? You haven’t got anything to apologise for.”



“…Don’t.” She takes a shaky breath and looks up. Her eyes are cracked and red and watery. “I-I convinced myself that this—” she runs a hand down her body “—was for you before me. I thought that if I… gave you…”



I’m frowning now, but relax my expression before Rias notices. What the hell is she talking about? And why’s she in a nightdress at one in the afternoon?



I use the moment to speak. “What’s going on exactly, Rias? What’s wrong?”



“I came to ask you to take my virginity.” Her smile is as watery as her eyes. Rias exhales, and her shoulders fold inward again. “I told myself it was the right thing for both of us.”



She gestures vaguely, like the meaning is slipping faster than she can explain it.



My brow twitches, but she doesn’t notice.



“After Raynare… killed you, you changed. I didn’t know you much before that, but your perversions were infamous, juvenile mostly, and kind of adorable. But after I brought you back, you weren’t the same. You didn’t talk the same. You didn’t… u-um, well, lust like I expected you to. Not at first, which was understandable, but you didn’t try to push things like I expected, besides being adorably flustered. I thought—” She swallows. “We all thought maybe Raynare had broken something we couldn’t see before she killed you.”



I keep my posture relaxed, but I’m watching her carefully now.



“Kiba thought maybe time would help. Even Koneko, who barely talks, said you seemed… sad.” She sniffles once. Her head tips back and her eyes flicker to the wall, the desk, the shelf, then back to me. “And just now… your room. Everything’s gone,” she murmurs. “All the magazines. The figures. The posters. Like you’re trying to pretend none of it ever happened, or that you aren’t the same.”



I say nothing because I can’t trust myself to speak.



Rias laughs, but there’s no humour in it. “I thought it would be romantic. Or, failing that, honest, at least. Something I chose—something real for both me and you. Not another decision made for me like I’m a pawn to be moved around.”



The unintentional pun hits a moment later. She’s known me long enough to predict the frown before I raise it and giggles—though it sounds more like a hiccup—before bowing her head.



“Taken from you?” I ask, even as the question drags the half-smile off my face. “Like a forced marriage?”



“On the order of my parents,” she says. “And my husband-to-be’s family, the Marquisal House of Phenex. It’s an arranged marriage between two pure-blooded devil houses. Originally, I had until I graduated from university to make my peace with it, but the date was suddenly brought forward to a few weeks from now.”



The idea of an arranged marriage doesn’t surprise me.



I’ve not been to the underworld, but it sounds a lot more similar to my world than the world of the living is. It’s a strange thing to come to grips with. Everyone I ever knew married for love. The closest thing to an arranged marriage I ever had was Esdeath, and even she sought me out because she believed she loved me in her own twisted way.



Treating marriage like a game of chess is a thing nobles do; it’s easy to forget she is one when she goes to school like any other teenager.



“I told myself that you and I having, doing… it would help you recover from Raynare and make things better. But standing here now, looking at you, at your room, I realised it’s not true. I—”



She doesn’t finish. Her voice cracks, so I do it for her.



“You came here to use me to get out of it.”



“…I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I didn’t mean to be so—so callous. I thought—I-I thought maybe if I framed it right in my head, it would be okay. That I was giving something in return. But I wasn’t. I was just… I’m desperate. It wasn’t… I…”



She sighs.



“I won’t make you say more than you want to, but I don’t hate you for it, alright?” I say.



She tilts her head. I don’t know whether it’s confusion or disbelief. Maybe she expected anger, but honestly, it’s hard to be angry at her when she’s like this. The first time I opened my eyes to her, she was calm and in control. Now she’s a step away from tears and is desperate enough to throw herself at me just to feel like she still has a choice.



She really does believe this was for my sake, or Issei Hyoudou’s, anyway. That sex-crazed moron would’ve said yes without question, no matter what. Whether that’s moral is another matter, on both ends, but beyond all else, it’s hard to muster any response except… pity.



“So, what now?” I ask. “Are you going to tell everyone else? What’s the plan?”



Rias blinks slowly, like she’s only now considering the question. “Well… I u-um won’t take this sitting down. We’ll—!”



A faint blue shimmer brands the carpet between us as a magical circle hums to life. Cool blue magic lights itself across the air, and through it steps a woman in a maid’s uniform, silver hair braided neatly over one shoulder. Her eyes move from me to Rias, in her nightgown, curled in on herself like she just confessed a crime.



Between the two of us, she doesn’t seem at all surprised by what she sees, but her disappointment is obvious. “…Are you trying to break the engagement agreement, Lady Rias?”



Her voice is quiet and still makes Rias flinch, though it’s only for a second. She tips her chin and flashes the maid a sharp smile. “This is the only way they’d listen, Grayfia!”



Grayfia’s expression doesn’t change, but the room feels colder. “His Lordship and Master Sirzechs will not be pleased to hear you’ve forfeited your virginity in a juvenile stunt.”



“My virginity is mine to give to the man I love,” Rias says. “And who I marry is my choice, not theirs!”



“But a Pawn?” Grayfia asks, not looking at me. “Is that truly how low you wish to sink to prove your point?”



I frown at the casual superiority in her voice, but by their rules, she’s correct. Rias notices my frown and bristles.



She breathes in through her nose. “Don’t insult him.”



Grayfia turns to her fully. “I’m asking if you’re prepared to burn down your future as the Gremory heiress just to spite your family.”



“You’d do well to mind your tongue, Devil.”



Ddraig, of course, chooses that moment to make his presence known on my left hand. Rias and I flinch while Grayfia looks at me with the kind of expression you’d give a sword on the wall that suddenly started talking.



She lowers her chin in acknowledgement. “My apologies. I did not mean to offend you, Red Dragon Emperor. My words were directed at my lady’s recklessness.”



“Next time, mind what you call my partner,” Ddraig says. “I am sealed, not deaf. To insult him is to insult me.”



“Just for the record,” I say, voice steady. “Rias and I didn’t sleep together, and to be even more specific, she’s still a virgin.”



“Regardless, shall we discuss this letter from your parents in a more appropriate setting, Lady Rias? One where you are dressed properly and in the company of your Queen, perhaps?” Grayfia asks, holding up a stamped letter bearing the Gremory mark.



That drains the last of all the colour from Rias’s face. She smooths her nightgown with trembling hands. “Y-Yes, Grayfia. Let’s… let’s do that.” She walks slowly toward the teleportation circle. Just before she steps in, she half-turns toward me. “…I don’t know how to make up for this, but I’m sorry, Issei. Can we… can we pretend this didn’t happen?”



“What’s there to forgive? See you tomorrow, Rias.”



I smile at her, trying my hardest to keep the pity out, but I don’t quite manage it seems, based on Rias’s crestfallen expression.



She tries for a smile back but fails halfway.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Predictably, Rias summoned us all to the club room for a meeting the very next day.



Since she left my bedroom, I find myself thinking about her. Or more accurately, thinking of ways to help her. The despair on her face was clear enough an indicator that there isn’t anything that she hasn’t tried, but as that maid Grayfia pointed out, I have no power. There’s nothing I can do about it, but with nowhere else to go, the things you can’t do a thing for often set up shop inside your head.



Despite now being added to the Gremory Peerage group chat, I tend to forget I even own a phone. So, Kiba’s presence halfway through the doorframe and that friendly smile do enough to draw a peal of giggles from about six girls gathered at the back of the classroom.



But his presence reminds me to check my phone, where I see the message notification from three hours ago. I sigh and drag my feet the entire way out.



“Are you ever going to stop?” I ask him when we’re outside the classroom.



“Stop what, Hyoudou?” Kiba asks without looking at me. His voice thickens. “Last I checked, there’s nothing wrong with smiling at a friend now, is there?”



“I don’t know, but fuelling deranged art isn’t the most friendly thing.”



He laughs. “Issei Hyoudou criticising perversion. Now I’ve seen it all. Don’t you find it flattering?”



“We’re not having this conversation.”



“Aren’t we?”



I huff. “How’s Rias doing?”



“Our President? Fine, I think. You’ll see her yourself soon enough. Why’d you ask?”



“No reason,” I say. “But at least I got you to stop.”



“If you really wanted me to stop, you wouldn’t have said that.” Kiba smiles as if he’s been waiting for that answer his entire life.



I stare at him blankly, set my jaw, and walk without giving him any more ammunition than he already has. During the school day, he’s the picture-perfect student, but I guess the entourage of second-year girls that follow him and the third-year girls that dote on him are grating enough that he needs an outlet.



And that outlet is apparently being a smiling thorn in my side.



“I have to ask,” I say as we pass under the archway. “Oh, wait, let me grab a drink.” The vending machine that never seems to empty despite Koneko’s tender ministrations stands restocked. “Why do you fuel the rumours?”



“Do they annoy you that much? I thought you were putting it on a little.” He gives a small shrug. “I guess the idea of having someone to understand me is just too good to pass on. President and Akeno told me I should find the attention flattering, but it can be a bit much sometimes.”



“So, what? You wanted someone to relate to you?”



He laughs. “Well, I also wanted to give you a taste of your own medicine, too, but from what I hear, you’re building burnt bridges. If the art bothers you that much, I’ll have to take it to the Student Council.”



The same council elected to oversee the school’s human population is led by a devil and her servants. It’s a strange notion, not that I’ve met Sona Shitori—or Sitri, rather—in person. Her aides, whom I’ve seen around, were pointed out to me by Ddraig as the only other devils besides us of the Occult Research Club. One or two seemed familiar, and by the glaring, were wronged in some perverted way by Issei.



They’ve a reputation for being pretty strict, which is a welcoming idea where those creepy drawings are confirmed, but Kiba’s got one thing wrong. I’m not sure the existence of erotic drawings of him and Issei would ever stop him from becoming a so-called Harem King. Being paired with Yuuto Kiba of all people might be insulting on principle, but the female attention alone would negate that and then some.



But his stupidity is mine to bear, and I’m not eager to go and realise his aspirations. Revenge on his behalf is enough.



“Please do so,” I say. “So, when will we go complain?”



Kiba hums to himself and enters the building without looking back. It’s a benign, irritating tune that makes it clear he has no intention of stopping or answering, not because of any wrongdoing on my part, no.



I’ve realised Yuuto Kiba simply takes amusement in being infuriating—or in my frustration at him. He walks away towards the kitchen, only for a waist-tall wall with snow-white hair to stop me from going any further.



“Koneko,” I say. She nods, stretching out an open palm face-up. Her eyes fall to my right-side blazer pocket containing a small bag of salted peanuts that I feel compelled to give to her. “One of these days, I’ll start hiding the snacks. Let’s see how you get your fix, then.”



Not even three steps later, a voice from above stops me at the foot of the stairs. “Now… that’s not very nice, Issei. Growing children can be quite ravenous, you know. It wouldn’t do to hide their treats when they’re used to being spoiled.”



“Akeno,” I say. Of course, she’s wearing a bathrobe. At this point, I’ve seen her in that bathrobe more than her school uniform. “You know there’s a meeting soon, right?”



“Oh, I know. Our dear President is up here with me getting ready.” She looks back, pushing a wet lock behind her ear. “President! Issei and Kiba are here!”



“We’ll be down in five minutes!” comes Rias’s voice, distant and faded.



“And there you have it. I’d warn you that she’s not in a very good mood right now,” Akeno says with a hand on her hip. “Of course, I’d be happy to make you happy. Just stand there and—”



“Nope.” I walk away with her laughter at my back.



I expect the common room to be empty. It is not. The maid, Grayfia, sits on a couch, straight-backed. Her grey eyes flit to me before I set foot in the room, and I freeze for all of a moment.



“Issei Hyoudou.”



I step through the threshold and sit opposite her. “Miss Grayfia.”



“Just Grayfia will do.”



“Grayfia it is, then.”



Koneko takes the seat beside me, and as per usual, the awkwardness doesn’t faze her in the slightest. She pops peanut after peanut into her mouth, and her contentment fills the common room’s silence. I don’t notice when Kiba arrives, but he eventually gives away his presence against the wall behind me by clearing his throat.



My gesture for him to sit goes ignored. Grayfia hasn’t said a word since greeting me; Akeno and Rias have been gone for much longer than five minutes. Koneko rises from the sofa and retreats to the armchair in the far corner of the room when the two girls arrive.



With how tense things are, I’m glad Asia managed to join a club before Rias could rope her into this. I don’t think her nerves could handle it. Akeno slips into the open seat beside me, and Rias, the one opposite me, beside Grayfia. Still, Kiba hasn’t moved.



Rias drinks in my gaze until Grayfia clears her voice, and she looks away. “…I see we’re all here,” she says. “I have to tell… to tell you all something I should have told you ages ago.”



“Perhaps I should explain the situation, Lady Rias?” Grayfia says.



Rias raises a hand to stop her. “I’ll do it myself. The truth is—”



Roaring fire swallows her words whole. It bursts free from the magical circle behind her, thick and orange, and flattens the ceiling and walls with its heat. The light is blinding enough that Rias is blotted from my vision. I blink through inky splotches and molten petals falling to the ground that dwindle before they can do any harm.



We all rise to our feet. Rias turns, already frowning.



“It’s been a while since I last visited the human realm.” In place of the flames stands a man, tall and blond-haired and dressed in a red suit. The shirt beneath is unbuttoned at the top. “Well, as promised, my dear Rias, let’s go take a look at the venue. The sooner we get this done with, the better. Neither of us wants to drag this out, do we?”



He walks up and takes Rias by the arm.



“…Let go of me, Riser,” Rias says, yanking herself free. Her fiancée—Riser’s—smile vanishes from his face.



“Everyone,” says Grayfia. “This is Riser Phenex, a pure-blooded high-class demon and the third son of the distinguished House of Phenex.”



“Oh? Rias, haven’t you mentioned me to your servants?”



Rias scowls. “There wasn’t any need to.”



“You’re as bitter as ever, huh?” Riser says, chuckling helplessly. “Has it not occurred to you that you and I are in the same boat? Our desires come second to our duties, I’m afraid.”



“Don’t presume to instruct me on my duties, Riser,” she says.



Riser takes the chance to sit down beside her. Grayfia had abandoned the seat the instant he arrived.  I look around at everyone. Koneko stops eating her peanuts to stare at Riser Phenex with a glare a degree shy of open hostility. Behind me, Kiba furrows his brow at Rias, who hasn’t noticed his gaze at all.



Hasn’t she told them about the marriage? I thought she had, having known them longer than she’s known me, but then again, the only reason I know is because Rias planned on using me to get out of her marriage.



Akeno sighs. “I suppose I’ll go and make some tea.”



Grayfia, meanwhile, moves all the chairs around so that we servants are seated to the side, separate from the two nobles. Kiba sits to my left on her instruction, while Koneko hadn’t had to move from her corner. Akeno places the teapot down in front of Riser and Rias and joins the rest of us.



Rias sits stiffly, twitching when Riser Phenex swings his arm around her, knees pressed together, back ramrod straight. His arm drapes across Rias’s shoulders. She shrugs him off, twice, sharper each time, but he doesn’t stop. His fingers skim her sleeve, her hair, the side of her neck, and anything he can get a hand on.



I feel hot disgust building in my chest each second that he persists. But it’s not aimed at him, really. Riser Phenex is the limb through which powers greater than he and Rias made this happen.



“Cut it out.” Having finally had enough, she stands. Riser’s arm falls away. “How many times do I have to say it? I’m not marrying you!”



Riser is the furthest thing from annoyed. “You’ve said it plenty. But this isn’t a fairytale, Rias. What we want isn’t guaranteed to happen, and as far as you’re concerned, you don’t get to choose.”



“I do get to choose,” she says. “I’m the heir to the Archduchal House of Gremory. That’s my right.”



“Yes, you are,” he says, sipping his tea. “That makes this a matter of succession and survival. You know how fragile the Pillars are, so stop dangling your Archduchal status over my lowly Marquisal self. Your family’s worries for you, especially in light of the recent incident with that bunch of fallen. Their patience is running thin.”



Rias’s hands are clenched at her sides, nails digging into her palms. Her shoulders are shaking, and the sight makes Riser smile.



He snorts. “Besides, the Gremory only stand to gain through our union. The Phenex may be ranked at Marquis, but soon we’ll ascend to greater heights, as I’m sure you’re aware.”



I stare at Rias as she breathes through her nose and lifts her chin like armour.



“Then, let me be clear,” she says. “I’ll marry, but I won’t marry you. I’ll marry someone I choose. Now, more than ever, I understand what it feels like to have your freedom taken away, and I refuse to let that happen.”



She meets my eyes.



“You’re rejecting the Phenex family?”



“No, I’m rejecting you.”



“Don’t be cute. That’s one and the same.”



Heat floods the room. The temperature jumps in seconds, and then it spikes. Flame twists around his body, wreathing his shoulders like a golden crown. I smell ash and hear the soft creak of scorched floorboards.



“I’ll burn your peerage to cinders,” he murmurs. “And then I’ll drag you back to the Underworld myself if I have to.”



Kiba shifts beside me. Koneko’s already standing. Sparks flicker between Akeno’s fingers. I watch.



Rias’s power surges to meet his, red and radiant, like the first pulse of dawn. Her hair lifts. For a moment, it feels like the air might split open between them.



“That’s enough,” Grayfia says. Her voice is colder than the flames. “If either of you continues, I will act. Not as a maid, but as Sirzechs Lucifer’s Queen.”



That shuts both of them down. The flames vanish like they were never there. Rias pulls her power back with a slow, steady breath, even as she glares daggers at Riser.



“As regrettable as it is, this outcome was anticipated,” Grayfia says. “In the event of a disagreement, both families agreed to a traditional solution. An unofficial Rating Game. The terms are yours to set, and only the two houses will witness the match.”



Riser chuckles under his breath. “Then it’s settled. If I win, you’ll marry me.”



“If I win, then I won’t,” Rias says.



“Do you accept the terms?” Grayfia asks.



Rias doesn’t look at her. She keeps staring at Riser. “I do.”



“I do,” Riser says, smiling.



Grayfia nods. “Then I will notify both Houses. The match will be organised shortly.”



Riser brushes a speck of lint from his lapel. “Give them ten days to prepare. By the looks of your peerage, Rias, it looks like you’ll need it.” He glances at us for the first time, skimming across us until he reaches me. “So, you’re the Pawn Rias wasted all her pieces on. The Red Dragon Emperor, huh? You’re nothing special, even with that Longinus, but don’t disgrace her, even if you’re guaranteed to lose.”



I meet his gaze. He doesn’t scare me, but the world he represents terrifies me.
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I step through the front door, where the smell of a cooking stew slams into my face and draws a rumble from my stomach.



“I’m back,” I say, slipping out of my shoes.



Issei’s mother pokes her head out of the kitchen door. “You’re home awfully early.”



“No club activities today.”



After the encounter with Riser Phenex, Rias went upstairs with Akeno after telling us all to go home. I went to the gym with Motohama and Matsuda, but after that meeting, my heart wasn’t really in it. I look down and notice Asia’s shoes at the door. Shouldn’t she be with the Kendo Club? Then again, I have no idea when they run.



She pushes a brown lock back underneath her headband. “Vacuum the house for me, will you? I told your father to do it, but he fell asleep.”



I don’t have to look for him—I can hear his snoring from the living room.



“Sure,” I say. “Just let me shower first. I’m grimy.”



Asia’s room is the guest room on the ground floor, and since her door’s locked, she’s probably busy. So, I skip out on greeting her and go straight to my room instead. I dump my stuff, wrap a towel around my waist, and open the door.



Asia and I meet each other’s gaze.



“—Ah.” Asia’s whole body freezes up.



I curse and close the door, looking up at the ceiling, trying to blot out her body from my mind. This is completely my fault—sure, the door was unlocked and I couldn’t hear any water running, but I still should’ve knocked.



Asia cracks the door open enough to poke her head out. “…S-Sorry. I-I’ve never seen a man’s… before. I’m really sorry,” she mumbles, unable to get out every word. “…I’ve researched Japan’s bathing customs, and I-I’m okay with it.”



“What?”



Asia swallows audibly. “Isn’t it normal to bathe together n-naked?”



“Who told you that?”



“…A-Aika, in our class.”



“Asia,” I say, keeping my voice low so it doesn’t sound like I’m scolding her. “That kind of bathing is only done between people who are… uh, romantically involved.”



It takes her a moment to process that before she squeaks and rushes past me. I barely take in the scent of some kind of floral shampoo when she slams her bedroom door shut, leaving me alone and slightly confused.



I shake my head. “I spend all this time making sure Matsuda and Motohama stop being lechers, only for her to befriend Aika Kiryuu? What the hell kind of luck do I have?”



All the hot water in the world isn’t enough to prepare me for the awkward dinner we’re about to have. Until halfway down the stairs, I hear Issei’s father laugh. A familiar, confident voice follows—it’s Rias.



I stop for a heartbeat, hand on the rail, before continuing down. She’s seated at the table, chatting easily with Issei’s parents without a hint of the earlier turmoil on her face. Asia’s beside them, head bowed slightly, hands folded in her lap. She doesn’t look up when I enter.



“Ah, there you are,” Rias says, turning her smile on me.



Issei’s parents laugh. I take the empty seat beside Rias, which puts me directly across from Asia. The stew smells incredible, but it’s hard to focus when Asia’s efforts to not look at me are more distracting than anything else.



“So,” my mother says between bites, “you mentioned a trip?”



Rias meets my eyes for the briefest moment before turning back to my mother. “Yes. A small trip for the next two weeks. The Occult Research Club and the Kendo Club are going on a little retreat. You know, some ghost hunting. It’ll be fun!”



My parents exchange a look that’s equal parts impressed and approving. Asia grips her spoon tighter, but I keep my gaze on my bowl. When the talk shifts to something else, I push back my chair.



“Excuse me a minute.” I nod to Rias. “You too.” We step into the hall. I cross my arms. “So… what trip are we talking about exactly?”



“Is everything alright between you and Asia?” she asks instead.



“She…” I swallow. “I walked in on her showering by accident. She’ll forget about it eventually.”



“And you won’t?” Rias raises an eyebrow. “I knew that infamous libido was in you somewhere.”



I try not to laugh, but don’t quite manage it. “What kind of trip were you telling my parents about?”



Rias smirks. “What else? A training trip, Issei.”





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Kiba’s blade whips past my cheek, and I twist just enough to keep my grip on mine. I catch his next strike on the flat, let it slide, then pivot toward Koneko’s shadow. Her foot snaps up, not for my chest, but my wrist.



She’s trying to knock the sword out of my hand. The blade flies exactly as she wanted, and she blitzes in close, expecting an edge. I welcome her with a palm to the jaw, then hook my leg behind hers to drive her straight into the dirt.



Koneko grunts—more irritated than hurt. I grab her by the collar and pull her up to crash my forehead against her nose. She reels back, blood racing towards her lips, before returning the favour and falling out of my grip. Even through hot tears, I can see her trying to steady herself.



“Treat each other like enemies,” Rias had said. “Save for dismemberment, Asia here will heal everything.”



Kiba’s the strongest of the three of us, followed closely by Koneko.



I could probably put up a decent fight against Kiba by leveraging my sword skills, but he’d still win every single time. The gap between Koneko and me is about twice as wide as the one between Kiba and her. Honestly, the only reason I can even put up a fight is because of my combat skills. Sure, I could close the gap with the Boosted Gear, but the key to getting stronger is to push myself without it.



Besides, this isn’t a one-on-one fight. It’s a free-for-all, which is why I’m not using the Boosted Gear.



Kiba slips in, fast as a whisper, and rakes a blade between us, spinning on his feet. I dodge, but barely—his second sword’s already coming up for a clean, underhanded strike. We scatter again, three points of a triangle, breathing hard.



It’s already been twenty minutes.



I barely dodge Kiba’s follow-up swing. He’s a blur of golden hair and darkness. Given I’m the swordless one as a swordsman, it makes sense he’s going after me instead of Koneko, whose forté is hand-to-hand combat, but it’s no less frustrating.



All the while, I weave and spring away from his attacks, moving towards my sword. I can feel Koneko watching. Kiba lunges again to close the gap. I jump to meet him, twist, and slam my heel through his shoulder. He tumbles into a crouch and then immediately changes course to Koneko.



Smart. I’m not armed—yet. I hit the ground and roll, snatching my sword off the dirt. The moment I come up, Koneko’s already driving Kiba back with a flurry of fists and knees. She’s fast, but he’s still quicker, dancing just out of her reach, while she keeps the pressure up.



I watch for a moment before joining in. The look on Kiba’s face when I catch his ankle mid-step off the ground is priceless. I yank, and he falls before he can even get his hands under him. Koneko bulldozes through the grass, so I do the one thing she won’t expect and throw my sword at her, point-first.



The momentary distraction is all I need to close the gap and slam my elbow into her temple.  I follow it with a knee to Koneko’s gut. Rias blows her whistle, and when I turn, Kiba’s sword hangs above me.



“Enough,” Rias calls. “That’s time.”



I pant through gritted teeth, sweat pouring down my back. My shirt’s plastered to me, skin buzzing from head to toe. Kiba groans and drops his sword to brush mud off his jaw.



“The fastest way, bar none, to get stronger is to push yourself to your limit,” Rias says. “Whether that’s by carrying heavy things until you can’t anymore, running until you can run no further, or sparring as if it’s a fight to the death.”



“Yeah,” Kiba mutters. “Good thing Asia’s here.”



The blond girl smiles as she uses her sacred gear to heal his probably broken ribs. Koneko stays down for a few seconds longer, then grunts to life. I offer a hand, and she takes it without a word.



Still, the glare she shoots me says she’s going to knock me flat tomorrow.



Probably twice.



We head inside after that. Akeno’s in the kitchen cooking something in two massive pots while all the bags we lugged up the mountain sit in the hallway. The three-way spar was just the icing on the hell that’s been my day. My training began from the very moment Rias saddled me with a bag filled with who-knows-what.



We walked up the mountain trail, set the bags down in the house, and immediately went out on a three-hour run. Halfway through, the sun was beating down on my head with all the subtlety of a hammer. A five-minute break was all I was given before Rias officiated the three-way duel between Kiba, Koneko, and me.



So, it’s no surprise to me that I sag to my feet the minute we enter the house. Rias and everyone else are waiting for me to move.



“One second,” I say, shifting from my hands and knees to sitting against the wall with a low grunt. “There. You’ve got room now.”



They stream past. Just as I close my eyes, a familiar cool washes over me, and I open my eyes to a gentle green light.



“Asia?”



We’ve not spoken since yesterday. She kneels beside me as the green light of her sacred gear thickens until it’s near solid.



“You… looked like you needed it,” she says.



I exhale through the warmth seeping into my muscles, but I keep my eyes on her face. Her eyes are hidden behind her hair, mostly. “Thanks.”



Her gaze flickers “I know. But… I-I wanted to.”



Yesterday’s awkwardness is still there, but at least she’s looking at me instead of the floor, or the walls, or anywhere else.



She squeezes my arm lightly before her face gradually reddens, and she runs down the hallway. “Dinnerwillbereadysoon—bye!”



Eventually, I hobble up the stairs, only to hear the hiss of water from the bathroom. So, I’m left to wait in my room instead—or rather, the room I’m sharing with Kiba. There are two other bedrooms that the girls divided up between themselves earlier.



The door clicks open minutes later, and Kiba walks in, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist.



“That was quick,” I say, slinging my towel over my shoulders.



Kiba shrugs. “I’m hungry. Are you disappointed that we didn’t get to bathe together?”



“That’s not even funny,” I say, having to fight the grin on my face as I walk towards the door.



“One second, Hyoudou. I have a question.” Kiba pulls a black shirt over his head and sits on his bed. “Mind closing the door?”



I tilt my head at him, but when he doesn’t say anything else, I swing the door closed and turn to face him. “Sure. What’s on your mind?”



He hesitates, like he’s not sure how to frame the question. Then, finally, he asks it. “After you killed Raynare, how did it feel? I mean, you got your revenge. But was there a… I don’t know what word to use—a satisfaction afterwards?”



He looks through me at something else. I’m not even sure where he’s going with this, but the least I can do is give him an honest answer.



I lean against the doorframe, feeling the heaviness of Issei’s death settle over my shoulder again. “…Yes and no.”



His eyes don’t leave mine, but there’s a shift to his blue eyes, like he’s bracing himself for something he’s not sure he wants to hear.



“When something’s taken from you, you want to get it back. That’s what vengeance is about. But you’ll never get back what was taken. Never. That’s the truth of it. Revenge as an act makes sure no one else will lose what you lost. Swinging your sword out of hatred… you’ll find no satisfaction there.”



He looks at me, and I see it then—the familiar rage. The rage I saw in the eyes of everyone who ever requested Night Raid’s services, telling us of the atrocities committed against them.



The rage I saw in Ieyasu’s eyes when he told me how Sayo died to that demon in human skin.



“I… I don’t know if I can let it go.” His voice is quietly angry. “I can’t just stand by and let it…”



“I get that. Believe me, I understand. But I want you to understand, too, that if you want any satisfaction, it’ll be by making sure that no one else suffers the same way. That’s what I meant when I said yes and no. I’m satisfied that Raynare isn’t around to kill any more innocent people—but I’ll never be able to live as a regular human being again.”



Kiba stares at me for a moment longer, then nods slowly. “I… understand.”



“What even brought this on?” I ask him. I’ve got a vague idea, but maybe telling me might take a weight off his shoulders.



“I—” His jaw clenches as he works it over and over.



“Kiba, if you want me to stand with you, I’ll do it,” I say, smiling. “And in case you start complaining, I’m just returning the favour. You helped me with my revenge, I’ll help you with yours.”



Kiba nods without a word, his eyes somewhere in the middle gaze, until he finally stands and grabs his bag from the corner of the room.



“I’ll… think about it,” he says when he returns to his bed. “And Hyoudou—no, Issei. Thank you.”



“There’s nothing to thank me for. I was just answering your questions, Yuuto.”



I return his smile, then turn toward the bathroom. Except… I frown as the faint hiss of water reaches my ears.



“…No way,” I mutter. I rap the door lightly. “Who’s in there?”



“W-Who is it?”



“Asia?”



“I-Issei?” The flow of water behind the door stops. “T-The door’s locked. I’ll be out in a moment!”



“Take your time,” I say, laughing a little. “I guess we’ve both learned our lesson.”





—⧬⧭⧬—​
The most surprising thing of all is not the fact that there’s a full-fledged classroom in what Rias called her holiday home. No, I’m more surprised by the fact that Akeno is a decent teacher.



It’s the third day of Rias Gremory’s Boot Camp—her words. For me, it consisted of two things: sparring until I drop and studying magic. Somehow, it’s supposed to be instinctual to devils, but here I sit, clueless and very much irritated. Granted, the first day was all theory, but it doesn’t make any more sense to me than it did yesterday.



Blinking and breathing are instinctual. Creating fires and tempests in the palm of your hand, however, is a lot less so.



“You know, I don’t even understand how magic works,” I say, giving up for the moment. “You say it’s instinctual, but I don’t see how. What makes Asia and I so different that I’ve made more headway than her without a clue of what I’m doing besides lighting up my hands?”



“I guess the best way to explain it is like this.” Akeno lets her legs swing off the desk, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Imagine magic is a tool—a hammer, let’s say. As a devil, you’re born with the hammer already in your hand. You’ve been holding it your whole life, so it’s only natural for you to pick it up and start using it, even if you’re not fully skilled with it yet. For Asia, though, she starts without the hammer. She has to find it, figure out how to hold it, and then start learning how to use it.”



I glance over at Asia, who’s at the far end of the room with a thick tome open in her lap. She’s mouthing words to herself and occasionally making vague gestures with her hands, lost in her world of theory. That book is the best thing Akeno’s managed to procure for her.



Besides, Asia won’t be participating in the Rating Game.



“She’s trying hard anyway,” Akeno says with a sigh. “If we had longer, I’d see if we could pull a contracted magician in to train her. Human magic takes infrastructure. Circles, incantations, formulas. True, I use that infrastructure to make my spellcasting more efficient, but at its core, human magic and devil magic take two different paths to reach the same end.”



I scowl, running a hand through my hair. “Right. Instinct and imagination.”



She shrugs. “That comes with its problems. It’s harder to teach because every devil’s magical understanding is more individual. It’s why I’m trying to get you to create your spell. Whatever it is, I’m sure there’s a more efficient version created by one of countless human mages, but you don’t have the time to learn their calculations, and I can’t teach you what I know in any useful manner until you learn enough.”



“Imagination, huh?” I lean back in my uncomfortable chair and stare up at the beams.



“Like I said, you’re in a better position than most,” Akeno replies. “You’re already doing it, even if you don’t understand how.” She crosses one leg over the other, that faint smirk creeping back onto her lips. “If you’re stuck, try mimicking something familiar. You’ve seen magic in fiction, right? Cartoons? Games? What’s that one really popular manga called… Dragon Ball?”



I stare at her.



She laughs. “I’m not joking. If instinct is the door, then imagination is the key. You don’t need a spell formula, just a feeling. You’ve seen someone vanish in a puff of smoke, right? So… try vanishing.”



I scoff. “It’s not that simple.”



“Maybe not,” she says, reclining slightly. “But you’re a devil now. Magic listens to intent. If the image in your mind is strong enough, your body might just remember how to follow it.”



Mimic something familiar. Something I’ve experienced. I think of cold nights with nothing but breath and heartbeat to betray me. I think of a cover so absolute that even wild dogs would pass me by. I remember how it felt to squeeze myself into the corner of existence and wait.



That pulsing blanket hiding me from the world is a feeling I didn’t even realise I missed—and Akeno’s smile tells me that I’ve done it.



Asia turns a page in her book, furrows her brow, and murmurs something under her breath. I watch her from across the room, crouching low. I creep forward, step by step, until I’m just behind her shoulder. My hands clamp onto her shoulders.



Asia jumps out of her chair, her book flying out of her hands. She spins around, wide-eyed, clutching her chest. “W-What was that!”



I reappear with my hands in my pockets, laughing at her over-the-top reaction.



“Where—where did you come from?” she says between gasps, still catching her breath.



Behind me, Akeno lets out a long, impressed whistle. “Why invisibility?”



I’m quiet for a moment. “…Being caught peeping so many times… the one wish you’d have is to be invisible, you know? Even if I’ve put that part of my life behind me, I’ve got to use what I’ve got, no matter where it comes from. Otherwise, Rias will be forced to marry that guy by her parents.”



“You’re willing to go that far for her even after making it clear you don’t like the peerage system?” Akeno asks.



“Why not?” I frown—what’s she getting at, here? “You guys didn’t create the peerage system. You helped me kill Raynare. I’m fighting as her friend—even if my status is that of a servant. I won’t be a servant forever, but I’d like to think we’ll remain friends.”



“Giving your all for her… you’re a good person, Issei.” Akeno’s smile doesn’t at all reach her eyes. “Well, I can promise you one thing. If you decide to peep on me using this new spell of yours, I won’t be mad.”



I shake my head with a smile. “Those days are behind me, I’m afraid. So, am I done for today?”



“Here? Yes, I suppose. As a devil, your demonic power will grow alongside your strength, and unless you want to create another spell, I’d advise you focus solely on physical training. We’ve only a week left until the Rating Game.”



There’s a complicated look on Akeno’s face, enough so that I can see her mind is clearly elsewhere. Was it something I said?



“M-Miss Akeno!”



Asia’s call snaps Akeno out of her reverie and pushes me over the door’s threshold towards my daily run.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




The night air fades off me as I wrap up my nighttime walk. Ddraig still hasn’t spoken. I don’t think he’s dead, because the Boosted Gear still works. But the silence from him… I didn’t know I’d grow used to his presence so much. Sometimes, I bring out the Boosted Gear and just watch its green gem, hoping his voice blares out of it.



But I don’t hear a thing besides the automated announcements…



The house is quiet, but I poke my head into all the rooms just to be sure and pause when I see a faint light spilling from under the door to the ground-floor study. I didn’t think anyone else was still awake.



I crack the door open. Rias sits hunched over a mess of notebooks and scribbled diagrams, her pale face lit by a desk lamp. She’s wearing pink, thin-framed glasses that look a little out of place. She doesn’t notice me at first. Her pen scratches across the paper.



When I knock softly, she startles and looks up.



“Issei?” Her voice is low, hoarse from overuse. “Are you okay?”



“You wear glasses?”



Rias laughs softly, adjusting the pair perched on the end of her nose. “I don’t need them. It’s a fashion pair… but they make me feel smart.”



“Does it work?”



She smiles, but it flickers once I close the door behind me and take the seat opposite her, then vanishes altogether.



“I’ve been thinking,” she says, setting down her pen. “About the marriage…”



I raise an eyebrow, unsure where this is going. “You already apologised for not telling everyone sooner, the day we got here. Besides, it’s not like you weren’t going to tell them eventually. Until recently, you thought the marriage was years away, not weeks.”



“I’m not talking about that.” She sighs, shaking her head.



“What, then?”



“I tried to use you to escape it,” she says quietly, without looking up. “Sure, I convinced myself you wanted it, but that’s the truth. I wasn’t thinking about how it would affect you—about how it would make you feel.” Her hands tighten on the paper. “I’m sorry. That was wrong.”



I find myself shaking my head. All these days later, and it’s still eating her up—and here I thought she was a conniving, manipulative schemer when we first met. Rias Gremory might not have a mean bone in her body, and even if she does, it’s sure causing her a lot of pain.



“Hey.”



There’s a pitifully damp look in her eyes when she meets my gaze. All this anguish wasn’t even caused by my judgment of her, but her guilty conscience.



“Didn’t I already forgive you for that? I get it, trust me. And look, at the end of the day, you weren’t going to force yourself on me, so why are you acting like that’s what you tried to do?”



“…I didn’t consider the bigger picture, and I should have.” She leans back in the chair and stares at the ceiling. “Worse, I haven’t been a good leader to you guys.”



I’m about to say something, but she keeps going.



“I didn’t address your concerns about the peerage properly. I didn’t help you understand why this system even exists. I didn’t teach you about magic, or teach you enough about how we work as devils. I didn’t do enough.” She laughs bitterly, her hand slapping the desk. “I just expected you to catch up on your own, thinking I had all the time in the world.”



“Didn’t you?” I ask. “There’s a difference between a Rating Game in a handful of years compared to a handful of weeks. I’ve figured out most of the things I needed to, and the rest I’ll take one step at a time.”



She studies me for a moment, then breathes out slowly. “I still owe you more than that.”



“You don’t owe me anything,” I say firmly. “And I want to help. So, what can I do?”



Rias looks like she wants to argue, but instead, she stands, walking toward the small kitchenette in the corner. “I should make coffee. We’re going to need it.”



She comes back with two steaming mugs, handing one to me as she sinks back into her chair. The silence stretches between us as she sips the hot drink, her fingers trembling slightly.



“So, what do we have here?” I say, breaking the quiet. “Is that Riser’s peerage?”



“Right. I’ve been compiling notes on his team. They’ve got a lot of experience because they’ve been in a few Rating Games—but that means we have intel on them.” She sips her coffee, then continues, “Riser is only slightly weaker than me, but his monstrous regeneration as per his bloodline makes up for it. His peerage isn’t so strong that we have no chance despite the numbers disparity, but they’ve fought together in multiple Rating Games.”



I listen closely, taking mental notes. These Rating Games aren’t battle to the death as I initially feared, and leverage the Evil Pieces’ abilities. I was never good enough to beat Lubbock at chess, but I wasn’t horrible either. The best strategy I can think of, based on everything Rias has told me about Rating Games, is to let loose your Pawns at the enemy so that they can promote into Queens.



The only issue is Riser has eight different pawns while Rias only has me. It’d take just one of them slipping past our defences to become a headache.



“Then there’s Riser’s Queen, Yubelluna.” Rias points to a printed-out photograph of a tall, purple-haired woman. “Akeno’s stronger than her, but not by much. She’s the second strongest member of Riser’s peerage. …If Akeno can beat her, our chances of winning will skyrocket.”



“He has the numbers advantage, which makes it likely that he’ll throw his numbers at us,” I say. “Probably his Pawns, though maybe he’ll send a Knight or Rook to ensure that the Pawns can promote. It might be good to set up traps. Do you know what the terrain will look like?”



Rias shakes her head. “I won’t find out until the day before the Rating Game. Commonly, each team will have its base situated in a tower, a castle, or some other kind of fortification. Forests, rivers, or lakes are usually located between the two bases to set up ambushes, different battles, and whatnot.”



I nod. “That just means we’ll need to disrupt their formation early. We have to eliminate their pawns—and before any of us are eliminated, too.”



Rias’s eyes flick to me, and I catch the beginnings of hope on her face. I don’t say anything about it, but it’s better than the morose look I walked in on.



But just as soon as the optimism appears, her face is overcast again.



“There’s still one more hurdle.”



I frown. “What?”



“Phoenix Tears. The source of the Phenex clan’s wealth.” Rias is nibbling on her thumb. “It’s a potent healing elixir that leverages their regeneration. It heals the vast majority of wounds, can regenerate lost limbs, and restore one’s stamina, even if they’re on the brink of death. In Rating Games, it’s a controlled substance. Each side is limited to two vials.”



Elixirs, huh? Back in my world, there were myths about magical healing potions. Things that could resurrect the dead. Just when I think I’m getting used to this strange new world, the absurdity makes itself known in the most mind-blowing ways ever.



I shake my head. “Do we have any?”



“No.”



“Is there any way we can get some?”



Rias opens her mouth, then closes it with a deep frown.



“What?” I ask.



“I…” She takes a deep breath. “No, I could.”



“But it looks like you can’t, or you don’t want to. Why? It’d be a massive help.”



Rias stares straight at me. “Because to acquire it, I’d have to either rely on my family, or my brother.”



“Not wanting to rely on your family, I can understand,” I say. “But why are you against receiving your brother’s help? He didn’t push you into this marriage, right?”



“No,” she says, smiling. “If I went to him, I’m sure he’d put an end to it, no matter what our parents and the Phenex clan say—but no.”



“Why?” I ask, trying not to sound accusing. I just don’t get her.



“All my life, everything I’ve ever achieved is attributed to my family name or my brother. Never me. I moved to the human world to escape that. The furthest my parents let me go is Kuoh, where my family either directly controls the wealth or is affiliated with people who do. But it’s better than before.”



Rias stares through me. “I want to prove myself as an individual… even if it means staking my freedom. I’m sure Sirzechs would be so discreet about the Phoenix Tears that no one would ever truly know he gave me them, but I would always know the truth.”



What the hell can I even say to that? It’s by no means a smart choice… but it’s principled.



Rias looks away, seemingly embarrassed. “…I-I know it’s stupid—”



“It is stupid.” She flushes and looks away. “No matter how you dress it, you’re refusing an advantage Riser Phenex already has out of pride. I won’t force you to ask your brother for two vials of Phoenix Tears, but if we’re doing everything we can for you, the least you could do is return the gesture, even if it means doing something you wouldn’t rather.”



Rias frowns. “I-I…”



“But in the end, it’s your choice, so own it,” I say, smiling. “Promise me one thing, though.”



“What?”



“Don’t regret it. It’s you who’s going to live with consequences, good or bad. Our lives won’t change because you marry Riser Phenex.”



The smile she gives me is fragile enough that it’s probably smart to leave things here.



“That leaves two Phoenix Tears in Riser’s possession,” I say. “One is most likely to go to Yubelluna as insurance in case Akeno beats her. What about the other?”



“…I don’t know,” Rias says, going quiet.



“Okay.” I tap the desk. “If we can’t acquire Phoenix Tears of our own, we’ll have to make sure we don’t let Riser’s peerage use theirs. It’ll be hard to check every single enemy, so eliminating them is probably the go-to strategy.”



Rias pores over her notes, flipping through pages before rattling off a brief note. Hours pass, and her eyes droop. She doesn’t seem to notice that she’s starting to nod off, and I don’t want to stop her. There’s an entire week until the Rating Game. Better she gets what rest she can find.



I rise quietly, finding a blanket from the couch behind us, and cover her gently, tucking it around her shoulders. She murmurs something I can’t make out, but I know it’s not directed at me. I take a final glance at her, seeing her without some kind of wrinkle in her brow for the first time all day.





—⧬⧭⧬—​




Seven days later, we gathered at the Occult Research Club room at half-past eleven. There’s nothing left to do except wait for Grayfia to arrive, but the wait for her arrival feels longer than the entire ten-day training period itself.



Rias and Akeno are slowly drinking some tea to occupy themselves. Koneko is stuffing her face as usual. Yuuto is uselessly sharpening magical swords that don’t need to be sharpened.



…And I have to suffer Asia’s fidgeting because she doesn’t know what to do with her hands. If I point out her fidgeting, it’ll only make her even more nervous, so I turn the constant rustle of the couch cloth into background noise.



It’s ten minutes to midnight when the teleportation circle flashes brightly enough to light up the entire room. When the light fades, Grayfia stands tall before us in her usual maid uniform.



“Have you completed your preparations? The match will begin in ten minutes. When it is time, you will all be transported to the arena through your magic circle. The match will take place in a dimension created solely for this battle. We will discard the battlefield when we are finished, so don’t worry about causing any damage.”



I raise my hand, and everyone looks at me. “I have a question.”



“Yes, Issei Hyoudou?”



“I know these matches aren’t to the death, but can you guarantee that the participants won’t die? I’m saying this because I can’t afford to hold back. We’re the ones with the number disadvantage. If lethal damage is what guarantees retiring, I can’t afford to hold back just to avoid killing; it’ll be one more advantage in Riser Phenex’s favour.”



Grayfia’s initially frosty gaze at what she probably assumed to be cowardice warms a little bit. “Rest assured, as Arbiter of this match, every participant’s life is of the utmost importance to me. If anyone is determined to be unable to continue, be it due to exhaustion or a lethal blow, I will pull them out of the match.”



“U-Um… e-excuse me, Miss Grayfia?” Asia asks. “I have a sacred gear that lets me heal people. I may not be able to help Miss Rias, but I’d like to help in whatever way I can.”



“The offer is appreciated, but Marquis Phenex has provided enough Phoenix Tears that your help is unneeded, Miss Argento,” she replies with a smile so small I think I’m hallucinating. “No one will die today. Is there anything else?”



I clear my throat. “Rias, you said you had one of your Bishop positions filled, right? We could use said Bishop right about now.”



Whatever amused atmosphere had taken root in the room vanishes completely, and after a very long silence, Rias meets my gaze for a heartbeat before looking away. “They can’t. I’ll explain it to you some other time, but you’ll have to take me at my word for now.”



“What do you mean they can’t? You realise that we’re outnumbered and that if we lose, that’s it. There’ll be no do-overs. Sure, we’ve got a plan, but six against fifteen is better than five against fifteen.”



Rias frowns. “I… okay, I understand your concerns. I’ll put it this way: currently, my Bishop is a liability. They’re useless on the battlefield and are more likely to hinder us than not, understand?”



“…What are they, a baby?”



“W-What?”



“Are they a baby?” I ask. “I mean, it checks out. I’ve never seen them; they don’t go to our school, they’ve only come up in conversations once, and that’s when I first met you. It makes sense.”



“N-No! They are not a baby! Why would I use my Evil Pieces on a baby?”



I shrug. “Beats me, but at this point, anything’s possible.”



Akeno giggles enough to ease the tension somewhat before Grayfia speaks again.



“Representatives from both noble houses, as well as His Lordship Satan Lucifer, will be following this Rating Game by way of live broadcast. Do keep that in mind when you conduct yourselves henceforth.”



“No pressure at all,” I say, trying for a joke.



No one laughs, least of all Grayfia.



“Everyone, please step into the circle, so you may enter the arena,” she says. “I will then teleport Lord Riser into the arena before starting the match. Once you’ve been transported to the arena, you won’t be able to return until a victor is decided or the timer runs out in six hours.”



One blinding flash later, and Grayfia and Asia are gone. However, we don’t appear to have gone anywhere.



“Did the teleportation circle break, or—” Rias suddenly takes hold of my right hand. “What are you doing?”



“Releasing a part of the seal I placed on you.”



Crimson light blooms between our hands. Heat pools in my gut and radiates outwards in wonderfully numbing waves that bring a smile to my face.



Rias lets go of my hand. “I used eight Pawn pieces to bring you back—probably because you possessed the Boosted Gear. If I unlock all of those pieces right now, you’ll only be weaker than Akeno and me. However, until you learn to handle that power, you’re more likely to explode than anything, so I sealed that power away in stages. I’ve just released the first of them.”



“Because of the training?” I ask.



“As a result of it, yes. I wanted you not to have to boost so many times, which means increasing your base power as much as possible.”



“How strong am I now?”



Rias smiles. “Closing in on Koneko. I’d imagine that one boost would be enough for you to beat her, given your capabilities. To surpass her in power… hmm, probably two or three boosts.”



Considering the Boosted Gear only doubles my power the first time… at my max, I’d probably be a decent bit stronger than Yuuto, but weaker than Akeno.



“Right,” I say, smiling back at her. “So, what now—”



“Welcome, everyone,” Grayfia’s voice sounds through the tannoy system affixed to the club room wall. “I, Grayfia Lucifuge, servant to the House of Gremory, will act as Arbiter for today’s Rating Game between the Archducal House of Gremory and the Marquisal House of Phenex.”



“Here we go,” Rias whispers.



“In the name of His Lordship Sirzechs Lucifer, I will ensure the fairness and impartiality of today’s proceedings. Based on Lady Rias and Lord Riser’s mutual wishes, the battlefield will be a replica of the school that Lady Rias attends in the human world, Kuoh Academy.”



All it takes to confirm her words is to look outside; the sky above is pure white without a hint of sunlight or clouds.



“Both teams have been transported to an area that will serve as their respective home bases. Lady Rias, your home base will be the clubroom of the Occult Research Club in the old school building. Lord Riser, yours will be located in the student council room in the new school building. All Pawns, please proceed to the immediate vicinity of the opposing team’s home base when using Promotion. You have five minutes to make your preparations.”



We wait in silence for any further messages, but that seems to be it from Grayfia. I zone out the rest of the room for the time being and start stretching. By the time I’m done, Yuuto hands me the same sword I used to kill Raynare.



“I hope you washed that,” I say.



He snorts. “Very funny. I can replace it with a regular sword, if you’d prefer it.”



“No, no!” I say, taking it out of his grip before he can do just that. “I appreciate the sword, fallen feathers and all.”



I start to laugh until Rias gasps. When I turn around, Koneko and Akeno’s frowns are deep and troubled.



“What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”



“Apparently, Riser isn’t the only high-class combatant in his peerage. She’s here.”



“She?”



“Ravel Phenex. Riser Phenex’s little sister,” Akeno says, as she hands me my communication earpiece. “Filling the empty Bishop position in his peerage, I imagine. Every supernatural being exudes a certain presence, unless they choose to hide it, that signifies their level of strength. A kind of sixth sense that doubles as a survival instinct.”



“He wants us—me—to sense her,” Rias says between gritted teeth.



“It’s time. The match will continue until there is a victor or until daybreak in the human world.” Grayfia’s voice crackles to life over the school’s sound system. “Let the game begin.”






No funny GIF this time. I literally can’t think of anything.

​
So, that’s all the setup done. I can definitely say you’ve got two chapters before this entire arc comes to an end. Why? Well, I’m going to start writing the final chapter tomorrow, that’s why. You might actually get a quick turnaround this time… but given my track record, any and all dubiousness over how likely that is… well, it’s reasonable lmao. What did you guys think? I’ve been slowly characterising everyone over the last seven chapters. Of course, Rias gets the focus more recently, given what the current arc is centred around, but I’ve made sure to make space for most of the other characters, given the timeline of events.



For now, Koneko will serve as Akame-lite until her own character arc can get underway—and there’s nothing wrong with that. May she wring Tatsumi’s pockets of snacks for all eternity!



You can find all of my links here. Discord, of course, and my Patreon, where you can read the next two chapters right now, if you so wish, via the ‘Enduring’ tier.



Do check under ‘Extras’ for all the art of the NSFW variety, if that interests you.


Extras - Akeno NSFW Art

Well, it seems Akeno won this round. Better luck, you Koneko stans. The odds are leaning in your favour now![image: 🤣]
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Extras - Asia NSFW Art

Why three Asia images, you ask? Eh, I’m in a good mood given how fast the fic is growing. ‘Tis the succour born of the validation of my efforts. And so, I bid you all goodnight, and good morrow thereafter! ^^
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Welp, there’s the art for this update. I’ll probably edit Chapter 7 and post those edits in the next couple of hours. After that, I’m hoping to update the story in a couple of days. But I also need to edit Chapter 9, too, so I can’t give an exact date. I’ve also updated the Rias and Koneko art. Check the latest two additions for the new art on their respective posts in ‘Extras’.
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And here’s some more art LOL


Extras - Katase NSFW Art

Might post these at the end of the chapter, too.
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Extras - Kaori NSFW Art

I assume this is the Kaori girl? 
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		Spoiler: And here are some AI generated pics of Kaori inspired by this chapter
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AI cooked with those


Extras - Koneko NSFW Art

Well, lads, you did win in the end. Good job. It was incredibly amusing to watch the lead yo-yo between Asia and Koneko these past couple of hours. Asia art will be inbound in like an hour or two, and then I’m off to bed—for real this time! ^^
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Extras - Mittelt NSFW Art

You guys have no idea how scarce Mittelt art is. [image: 💀]
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Extras - Murayama NSFW Art
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These were generated by me… as a result, there’s a kind of funny third option I got when trying to put a tiny bit of muscle on Murayama kek.
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Heh. I’m still chuckling at this one now. I swear, she’d give pro bodybuilders a run for their money.



Now, it’s 5 AM. I’m still up post the purposeless all-nighter, again. This is basically a consolatory post for the two people who asked for Murayama art… that and making up for not posting Chapter 7 because I’m struggling with writing Chapter 9. It’s nothing big. Just the words coming slow, is all; I know where this story is specifically going, generally to the Kokabiel arc. But I’m being a lazybones about it, when I know I can crank out those words.



…Which is the opposite of being up at 5 AM, but the upside is that I’ve mostly figured out how to wrangle AI art into submission? Doesn’t mean I won’t commission art. I’ve got plans for Tatsumi’s Balance Breaker to be drawn by my buddy @Ozlyk (*cough* check out his art, so you can see how awesome he is *cough*). AI art is just uh an alternative for me, since I currently don’t really have money to patron artists. But when I do, it’ll always be my first option to do so. That said, I’ve got full confidence in being able to make a living off writing (or hell, if things truly go tits up, selling my soul by selling AI art… joking?) if I lock in and get that weekly wordcount from 14k words to 21-35k words (3,000-5,000 words a day).



All that waffle and these art pieces are, for those who couldn’t give a rat’s ass, to say that: Chapter 7 will be out in 1-2 days! ^^


Extras - Raynare NSFW Art
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Raynare’s unpopular till the end, huh? Not that I’m under any misgivings as to why lol.



Before I go to bed, let me just say that the support for this story has been more than anything I ever expected. 24k views total, 4.4k recent readers, and 805 watchers is insane. It hasn’t even been a week yet. As for whether I’ll keep as quick a schedule henceforth… well, I’m using this story as a break to let my Naruto batteries recharge. Not only will I be writing for Red Revolution, but also be working up a backlog for my Naruto fic. All of that is to say that I’ll post chapters as I write them—and right now, my enthusiasm for this story is sky-high. That’s due, in no small part, to the support. I’ve spent a month and a bit writing this story mainly for me. I didn’t think a crossover for an anime that hasn’t had any content for it in ages would do well, but its other half is DxD, which is kind of what I was banking on to help the story out.



To summarise, this is mainly a big thank you xD.


Extras - Rias NSFW Art

I’ll drop some art periodically because I’ve got tons of it, but I also don’t want to go around unnecessarily bumping the thread, you know? I’m trying to figure out a sweet spot where the traffic to this story isn’t solely because of horni art, you see? [image: 🤣]
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