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  Prologue - The Birthday Candle On The Rooftop


  You know, the greatest thing is passion.


  Without it, what have you got?


  If you love someone you can love them as much as you can love them,


  But if it isn’t passion, it isn’t burning, it isn’t on fire,


  You haven’t lived.


  Diana Vreeland


  —


  That night, flames gushed out of her body—


  I happened to forget my smartphone at school, cursing myself for being so clumsy. If I had realized during the day, I could’ve walked over and grabbed it, but it only dawned on me once night had rolled around. That said, nobody is going to be at school anymore at this hour. I can just wait until morning. Not like it’s going to kill me…Except, I remembered that I had to do my daily login in my mobile game.


  Missing this day would cost me my long login streak. Granted, I wasn’t exactly that passionate about the game, and it was more a force of habit than anything, but a part of me couldn’t let it slide. If you could avoid an obvious loss like that, who wouldn’t act? That was the only reason urging me to see my school even at night. Thinking back on it, I clearly made the wrong choice. And this kind of faulty behavior always draws in evil.


  I was aware that I shouldn’t be doing this, but still pedaled my bicycle in the direction of the school. The lights attached to the front of it created unfamiliar shadows amongst the scenery passing me by. Despite it being early summer, the air already felt tepid. The wind and scent of dust filled my body. A certain chilliness yet familiarity crept up on my skin. I arrived at the parking area made of dirt and steel. From the moment I stopped my bicycle there, something felt off. Up on the school’s rooftop I’d seen many times so far, I felt like I could see something glowing. The blue glow became the backlight that made the edge of the rectangular school building stand out amidst the darkness.


  …What is that? A shiver ran down my spine, as my body began shaking. That said, I had already come this far, I couldn’t bring myself to just turn around and walk away. Just as I had initially planned, I snuck into the school. The school’s security system functioned on the same principle as a regular landmine. If you know where they are and don’t step on them, they don’t pose much trouble. I hopped over the fence in the back, opened the broken window of the geography material room, and made my way inside. Once you reach up to becoming a second-year student, you’ll learn about routes like this from rumors even if you’d rather not. Though I never would have imagined I’d be using that forbidden knowledge at a time like this.


  I placed the shoes I took off quietly on the ground, walking down the hallway with just my socks. Only silence reigned here in the school, and the lights shining inside through the windows made everything look blue. Unlike my usual slippers, my socks created no sound, so I kept my breathing under control, as I headed off to my classroom. I was slightly shocked to hear how loud the rattling of the door was, but snuck inside nonetheless to check my desk.


  As anticipated, I felt a cold, rectangular object and sighed in relief. Just to make sure, I turned on the screen, which blinded me for a brief moment. All right, now that I’ve accomplished my goal, it’s time to retreat swiftly—But, I couldn’t shake off my curiosity as I thought about the rooftop again.


  “What was that about, anyway?” My mumbling reverberated inside the empty classroom.


  Maybe I had simply seen things? Logic dictated that leaving now would be the right choice. And yet, I was drawn in by that light I had witnessed. I stuffed my smartphone inside my pocket, carefully made my way over to the stairs, and then went up. The toughness of the anti-skid at the end of the stairs stabbed into my feet. The door leading outside to the rooftop was locked—or so we were told, but that was a lie. Every student knew that the lock attached to the loose doorknob had broken down. While trying to be as quiet as possible, I opened the door. What greeted me was the darkness of the night.


  …At least, that’s how it should have been. Instead, I first laid my eyes on her. She was, put simply, beautiful. Her slender figure looked like the trail of a comet. Her faintly navy-blue dress that jumped off of her body’s physique fluttered in the night sky. Her hair swayed along at every move, as her unbelievably tall heels at the end of her long legs stabbed into the ground. A hair accessory in the shape of a star decorated her bangs. She was like a doll—and utterly perfect.


  And this doll-like body…was burning. Orange-colored flames carried a faint blue tone, as they melted into the dark of the night. The tips of the burning light crawled along her shoulder, running down her neck, along her hair, and then spread into the sky from her head.


  In a way, she resembled a birthday candle. One of the leaves from a nearby tree came in contact with the flame. The dead leaf then turned bright red, burned up, and became ash. Yet that very flame didn’t burn the girl whatsoever. Not her hair, not her clothes, nothing. And then, I saw it—Along her revealing cleavage, I saw something crawling along. It was black and rather small, moved its limbs as it had a tail stuck to its end, running up to her neck. Oddly enough, I wasn’t too bewildered at the sight of it. It felt like a shadow. But the silhouette it created was—


  “A…A lizard…?”


  After chasing it with my gaze, her eyes had waited for me already. It felt like I had been struck by a laser beam. However, her gaze wavered, as her pale lips moved. Seeing that, I dashed down the stairs.


  “Wh-What do I do?!”


  While running, I thought to myself. What was that? What did I just see? A ghost? No, it looked too real. But, she was burning…I saw it clearly. A burning girl…I have to do something. Do I ring the fire alarm? But that’d cause a major problem. So maybe I could pour water over her? There should be a bucket amongst the cleaning utensils. Though, do I even have the time to get enough water? There, I spotted something red in my view and pulled the brakes. Because I was still only wearing my socks, I slid across the floor and frantically grabbed for a hold. The item in front of my eyes was a fire extinguisher.


  “This is it!”


  I grabbed the black handle and lifted it up. The metallic body was riddled with tiny-written warnings, and it packed quite the weight. That said, I didn’t have the time to worry about that. I rushed down the hallway, up the stairs once more while trying to remember the way to use this thing. I had to save her. Past the final set of stairs, I kicked the door open, but…nobody was around.


  “H-Huh?”


  The flames, the girl, all traces of her had vanished like it never existed. Looking around, I spotted something that had fallen to the ground. It was a small object that easily fit into my palm. I placed down the fire extinguisher and picked up the item. The words written on the blue sticker informed me of what I was dealing with—Mint tablets. She must have dropped them earlier. Shaking the box, I could hear it clattering inside. It resembled the sound of feeling restless. Back then, I didn’t know anything. Not about her, her story, her heart, and that her eager dream set continued to burn her. Nor that her wish would end up burning away the average life that I’d lived so far.


  Looking up at the sky, the stars shone brightly. Their radiance resembled that of the flames the girl emitted. And, I realized…I was brought to the realization…that on this very day, I had made only the wrong choices. But through this mistake, I encountered her. So that would mean—our encounter was anything other than virtuous. What I had encountered was absolute evil. Because of her wish, it was drawn closer, twisting everything in its way…this divine gravitational pull. And beneath the starry sky…together with the flames I had seen, my own very youth raised screams as it had finally seen the light of day.


  A single shooting star raced across the sky and then burned into nothingness.
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  Chapter 1 - There Is a Tyrannosaurus at this School


  ‘Hello everyone, it’s Itou Ioka. Today I’m going to talk about the photoshoot. We finished taking all the pictures for the magazine’s special feature article, and I chose today’s coordination after consulting with my stylist. The one-piece really showed how great the brand is, the silhouette from it is astonishing, and the fabric feels like heaven—’


  That morning, I arrived at school around the same time as always, so I watched some videos on my phone to pass the time. The world just keeps on turning at a speed you can’t even keep up with. Likes, reposts, recommendations, trends, it just keeps on spreading and spreading. Sometimes, I’d watch videos, other times I would play popular games, and maybe I would read manga that are currently a hot topic. Let alone fulfilling, it was practically overflowing, like the starry night sky. And there I was, gazing at all the lights I barely would even know the name of. Every day was spent using up something. Like I would just be logging into the world out of sheer habit—At times, I even saw myself as a pebble on the side of the road. I was a pebble looking up at the stars.


  That is who I am. But although there are many people in this world just like me…there are plenty that are the opposite. They stand amongst the shining stars. I took out the small pack of mint tablets I had picked up the day prior and shook it a few times. Returning my gaze to the video on my smartphone, I could see a star shining in her hair. Despite the obvious question, I had yet to find my answer—Why had she been up there that day? Or, did that even really happen?


  “Morning, Aruha.”


  “Ah, morning.”


  A voice called out from behind me, so I responded without even turning around. In return, something got swung down on my desk. Paired with that, an unfamiliar pressure made my body tense up. Raising my head, I was greeted with a rectangular tower of plastic, reaching up above me while I sat on my chair.


  “What the hell is all this?”


  “CDs. I did say I’d lend them to you, remember?” said the owner of the tower with a proud face.


  Miyamura Miu is my classmate, with her seat being right next to mine. She had dyed her hair in a strong golden color that melted away in the morning light, her pierced ears shining brightly. Despite her flashy attire, the light glimmering in her eyes was friendly and welcoming. Although it was already early summer, she still wore a black hoodie above her school uniform, and paired with her small stature, she reminded me of a rabbit in a way. Her entire appearance emphasized her taste in rock. And for once, you were right to judge a book by its cover, as she was a total rock fanatic.


  Because of her showy appearance, plus her openness about her interests, she wasn’t exactly the shining star of our class. The reason the two of us started talking was a mere coincidence. One day, while she wasn’t around, the guitar she had kept standing against her desk almost fell over. I dove down along the ground while creating some weird noise, barely managing to catch it. When she returned to the classroom, she saw me on the floor while keeping up her guitar and thanked me. Since then, she’d regularly try to have me join the rock side. Basically, at the end of the day, we became friends. I placed my smartphone on my desk and then gazed upon the great tower that Miu had created.


  “I didn’t ask you for CDs. Nor did I ask you to bring enough to build a dang tower.


  “These are all from the 70s. Meaning we’re still standing on the lower floors, mkay?”


  “Don’t make it sound like we’re playing a game. Also, I can’t even listen to these CDs.”


  “Say what?!”


  “I don’t have a CD player.”


  “P-People like you exist on this planet?!”


  “I don’t know how Planet Rock handles their things, but I think it’s normal to not be equipped with one down here.”


  “Th-Then let’s just skip a few decades! That way, you can watch the music videos! I’d recommend a Japanese band called [Inertia]! They just hit their major debut. The vocalist is crazy good, and their guitarist finally came back from overseas. Since then, they’ve got this sorta UK feeling to their music…”


  To be perfectly honest, this kind of knowledge just went into one year and left through the other. That said, I was a bit jealous to see so much passion from her. That’s probably one of the reasons why I gladly became friends with her. And it was probably because of this that I had gotten careless. I hadn’t even realized that Miu snatched the phone from my desk to restart the video I had opened.


  “Hey, don’t watch my stuff!” I panicked and grabbed it from her hands, but it was too late.


  She had already seen the screen.


  “Oh, it’s just Ioka-chan? I was putting my money on something lewd since you were freaking out.”


  “Huh? You know her?”


  “Duh, of course I do. Itou Ioka is the star of our school, right?”


  “I thought you only cared about rock.”


  “There’s no way you’d know about her but I don’t, right?”


  “I mean, judging based on your interests…”


  “I don’t wanna hear that from the representative of Country Boring.”


  I couldn’t argue back. That said, she actually seemed familiar with the girl, so she delivered a lengthy explanation.


  “I mean, it’s amazing. Look at those views. Granted, she hasn’t appeared on TV yet, but she’s constantly got photoshoots for magazines or brands. I heard she’s been a model since middle school. Can’t help but admire that. Even as we just enrolled here, the seniors went crazy because a celebrity like her came here, and I heard there’s been like a waiting list for people to confess to her.”


  “That sounds like a popular ramen store…” My face stiffened up.


  How shallow can you be as a guy?


  “I heard that all the guys who confessed to her got shot down and evaluated so harshly that they couldn’t even get up again. That whole ordeal earned her the nickname—”


  The next words out of her mouth completely took me by surprise. And to be honest, they gave me a bit of a headache.


  “—the tyrannosaurus of Sakamaki High.”


  The violent lizard; the king of all dinosaurs, the T-Rex. Said to have been alive in the Cretaceous period, it was the most nefarious meat-eating dinosaur ever having been recorded. All the hollow guys who approached the girl with impure desires got turned down and proceeded to enact their revenge by giving her such a reverential name. But that powerful-sounding name matched my impression, as I was reminded of last night’s incident. Why had she been up on the rooftop then? And what were those flames about? No, that’s not right. I know what those flames meant.


  But before my thoughts could reach a conclusion, the noisy classroom suddenly went dead silent. Feeling like something was off, I raised my head. I heard a pair of slippers walking along the squeaky floor, as a razor-sharp voice called out.


  “I’ve been looking for you, Arihara Aruha-kun.”


  Miu and I looked toward the voice in unison. Standing there was—Itou Ioka herself.


  “Please come with me.”


  That cold and distant order she gave me was the opposite of those flames I’d seen. Her black hair resembled water as it hung down her head. Her skin was as clear as the sky, and her eyelashes shook up and down like a butterfly. Her lips were puffy like flowers, too. Her slender jaw connecting to her neck was like a waterfall as it ran down to her chest. Her head was terrifyingly small, her hips so thin it made me doubt my eyes. Not only that but her arms and legs were unbelievably long. And because she wore the same uniform as the rest of the girls, it only emphasized her beauty even further. She didn’t feel like the same type of life form as the rest of us students.


  However, what stood out more than anything were her eyes. Deep within her almond eyes, I could see a certain slumbering but ever-present warmth. It reminded me of a star glowing in the night. For example, like the guiding North Star. it was the same kind of light that her star-shaped hair accessory emitted, controlling the air wherever she stood. Even our noisy class went silent in an instant, whispering amongst themselves. Simply because of her appearance, the world changed. Like she was the center of the universe.


  Her large eyes bit right into me like fangs. I could feel my back muscles twitching. I felt like a poor herbivore who got spotted by a giant carnivore. Seeing me hesitate, the girl approached me further. At a distance where her chest could touch me, she glared at me.


  “Did you not hear me? I’m still waiting for a response.”


  “W-Well, class is about to start, so…”


  “So what?”


  “So I’ve got a world history test…”


  “Even more of a reason to come with me.”


  “Wh-Why is that?”


  She let out an arrogant snicker and then ran her fingers through her hair.


  “I will be the woman who will leave her name in this world’s history.”


  I couldn’t believe it. Any and all logic would not work on her. And yet, because she showed such impressive confidence, I still found myself overwhelmed. And she used that moment to grab my hand.


  “Just come with me! No buts anymore!”


  Pulled along, I lost my balance and accidentally kicked up my desk. As a result, the tower of plastic collapsed, with CDs flying everywhere until they came down like pouring rain. The translucent cases reflected the sunlight entering from the windows, shining brightly. As my world was shaking, I could see one singular line of words—20th Century Boy. At this point, I did not yet know what kind of song it was…But there is one thing I was more than certain of…The small pebble had been captured by the giant star’s gravitational pull.


  * * *


  Our private Sakamaki High School has rather loose school rules despite it being a high-ranking high school. That, of course, was the best possible way to describe our school. In reality, the students were pretty much left up to their own devices, and even someone as gaudy as Miu wouldn’t get to hear any complaints. As compensation for that, student guidance in itself was extremely weak and nonchalant. They definitely weren’t properly looking after you at this school. However, what made it a high-ranking high school was the fact that those with good grades and results received worthwhile backing. Of course, this also meant that, once at rock bottom, nobody is helping you get up again. Though some would say it improves an individual’s ability to stand on their own two feet, there are two ways to interpret this system.


  This two-sided face of the school was shown even when it came to managing the facilities, as the school always tried to keep the buildings and facilities surface-level clean, but when it came to smaller problems, they’d usually just let it slide. For example, the lock of the window that allowed me to sneak into school at night, or the door leading to the roof that should normally be locked. But another example… was the many empty classrooms that weren’t used, just like the one I found myself in.


  “Now then…”


  Dragged into the room, she made me stand facing her.


  “Surely, you must understand why you’re here, right?” She had the door at her back, making sure I would have no way of escaping.


  The curtains were closed, creating a dark room despite it being early in the morning. I could faintly hear the pre-class noise around us. Amidst all that, she closed in on me like a beast, as she glared at me.


  “Sadly, I don’t. I got forcefully dragged here after all.”


  “Could you not make me sound like a bad person?”


  “Nobody else is listening right now, so you purposefully chose this place, right?”


  “If you know about that, then stop playing dumb.”


  This overbearing attitude she had made me sigh.


  “…You’re talking about what happened on the rooftop, right…Erm, Itou-san?”


  “Don’t call me with such a stale name.”


  “Isn’t it your real name?”


  “I don’t exactly like my last name, so…”


  “How would I know that? What about Ioka then?”


  “I feel like that lacks respect, but it will do,” she nodded with an indifferent expression and then pointed her finger at me. “What I demand of you is simple. I want you to not tell a soul about that.”


  Disregarding that sharp tone, I had already figured out what she wanted. I glanced at the star-shaped hair accessory on her head. So what I saw…really was Itou Ioka.


  “I wouldn’t go out of my way to tell people.”


  “And why should I believe you?”


  Who’d believe me when I said that such a super-popular model like her went up in flames in front of my eyes? However, she didn’t seem very satisfied.


  “What good would that do for me? I don’t have anything to gain.”


  “You clearly do. You have grasped my weakness now, right?”


  “Your weakness…”


  “I-Isn’t that obvious? Why would I have to tell you? Anyway, if you want to continue living a peaceful life, you best erase all your memories of me and last night. Right now.”


  “I don’t wanna stick my head into a business that doesn’t concern me.”


  “As long as you understand. Then, from here on out, we will never meet again. In the event that you break your promise—”


  “In the event?”


  “You better prepare yourself to meet the end of your life.”


  She met me with incredible pressure and then turned around on her heel. Unbelievable, really. But at least it’s over. From here on out, our paths most likely won’t cross ever again. We’re like the moon and a turtle. We have a whole world between us. She’s a star, and I’m pebble. This was nothing but a traffic accident. But at the same time, I couldn’t help but think…Should we really leave it there? After all, I knew…that those flames weren’t just any regular flames. A peaceful life, she says…Sure, it might just be an empty attempt at threatening me. But, what about Ioka?


  Is she really living a peaceful life? I still couldn’t forget about the scenery I had witnessed last night. The sight of her burning…And why did I rush to get that extinguisher anyway? Needless to say, I know the reason. When her lips moved, it felt like she formed the following words—Save me.


  “Ioka…There are two things I have to tell you.”


  “Hueh? What is it?” She turned around with one eyebrow raised like she was dubious about my words.


  “First, this.” I took out the mint tablets I picked up last night.


  In response, Ioka’s eyes opened wide as she approached me once more, snacking the pack out of my hands.


  “I won’t thank you.”


  “Don’t need it. But the other thing—” I told her with a bit of a bashful tone. “I know about your secret.”


  Immediately after, her long hair danced through the air. Before I even realized what had happened, the hunt was already over. She stepped toward me and reached out with her hand. I reflexively pulled back, but I couldn’t escape. She grabbed me and my center of gravity got messed up. And when I blinked, the world had turned upside down. Or more accurately, I was soaring through the air.


  My back slammed against the floor, not allowing me to breathe. Luckily, I didn’t hit my head during that whole ordeal. Or maybe she made sure I wouldn’t hit my head. And right after I landed on the ground, I felt a weight on top of me. She sat on my stomach, pressing my head down with both her hands to seal away any and all movement. What strength she has…I guess the surprise must have shown on my face because she gave me a mocking grin.


  “I’m a model after all. I know all about the human body.”


  “Ouch…That’s not the issue here, is it…?”


  “Also, I do a bit of judo. It’s all about how you use your body. And unlike stun guns or police batons, using your physical body is all legal.”


  “You shouldn’t use martial arts as a weapon.”


  “I’m just being proactively defensive.”


  “I don’t think that excuse will work when you strike first.”


  “You complain about every small thing, huh? If you still won’t listen to me—” she said and moved her arms away, undoing the ribbon of her uniform.


  She then opened a few buttons of her blouse with lecherous movement, revealing her white cleavage that almost blinded me.


  “Wh-What are you doing?!”


  Instead of answering, she reached for her skirt’s pocket and took out what looked like a keychain, putting her middle finger on the button. I tried to raise my body, but she kept her free hand pressed on my chest, keeping me down. Confirming that I had no means of escaping, she flashed a devilish smile.


  “…I will ruin your life.”
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  As it turns out, it wasn’t a keychain at all…it was a crime-prevention buzzer. This is so messed up. In what world would a model do something like this? But, he had to accept this reality. It was more than effective. If Ioka were to press this button, it would draw in everybody near this classroom. And with a bit of acting, she would absolutely succeed in getting me arrested.


  “Wait a damn second!”


  “This is all your fault. All because you had to run your mouth like that.”


  “Wait! I know the reason for those flames, is what I’m saying!”


  “…Do you really think I would believe such a lie?”


  Contrary to her stern tone, she was visibly shaken. I could tell simply from the way she touched me. I was finally able to push her back a bit, allowing me to breathe.


  “Back then, it looked like they might disappear at any moment…But thinking about it, you weren’t even surprised. Even though your own body was burning. That means…that couldn’t have been your first experience. You went through that before, haven’t you?”


  “What about it?”


  “I might be able to stop those flames from appearing.”


  “You won’t deceive me. You’re probably going to pull some scam so that I owe you a favor later on. That way, you can do whatever you want with me. What a pervert you are. Listen, you just promise me that you won’t tell anybody about it. I don’t want to waste my time any more than this.”


  Thinking about it, I guess I was expecting too much when I asked her to believe me. But, what else am I supposed to say? My eyes wandered all around when—I saw it. A black shadow came crawling out of her chest.


  “That lizard again!”


  It went past her neck and disappeared behind her back.


  “What is it?” Ioka gave me a dubious look.


  No doubt about it. This is an omen. And naturally, I realized.


  “It feels…so hot…”


  “See! I knew you were having impure thoughts!”


  “And can you really blame me?! Wait, no. It’s not my body, it’s yours!”


  “What are you…saying…!”


  Her confident voice cut out mid-sentence. Her breathing was growing heavier. The heat coming from her body was not something any regular human could produce. And I caught on to something while looking around. The desks, the chairs, the ground…everything was made of wood. In other words…it was all burnable. I reminisced about the scenery I had witnessed the previous day. If a fire were to start out here, all hell would break loose. But then…DING-DONG DING-DONG.


  The bell rang, telling us that school had begun. For but a single moment, she moved her gaze away from me. I didn’t miss that chance and grabbed her hands, as the crime-prevention buzzer dropped to the ground. She fell over, allowing me to get up. The strength she had previously mustered up was now long gone. Meanwhile, I was baffled at how fragile yet blazing hot her wrist was.


  “L-Let go of me…!”


  “You make it sound so easy!”


  “I’m telling you…to let go of me!”


  She tried to push up her body, only to fall back on the ground. I tried my best to support her, as I could feel her body heating up one degree at a time.


  “Stop…Just leave me be…!”


  “Hell no I can do that! But we have to get away from here.”


  “It’s fine…I’ll go up…on the rooftop…myself…”


  “Yeah, I don’t think you’ll make it in time!”


  Small flames started to rise from her shoulders. I think we’re out of time here. Drops of sweat began to show on her delicate jaw. She can’t even muster up the strength to move. Sure, she wouldn’t set anything on fire if we went up to the rooftop. However, it was far too reckless to have her go up the stairs in her state. If so, there’s only one option left…If we stay on the same floor, I might be able to handle this.


  “Stand up! We gotta go!”


  I lent her one shoulder and helped her to stand up. Her legs were wobbling left and right, as her body temperature continued to rise. So much so that I might get burns from touching her too long.


  “Over here!”


  I dragged her with me, rushing down the hallway. Right now, homeroom was just on its way, so we were lucky that we didn’t encounter anybody. And even if we did, there were plenty of excuses to be made. After all—there was only one way we were heading. At the same time, Ioka’s lips faintly moved, distorted in pain.


  “Wh…y…”


  I didn’t know the reason, either. It felt like a power beyond my understanding was forcing me to act. I felt like a meteorite, forced to descend because of gravity. I ran past my classroom where homeroom was currently being held, and just ran along while supporting her shoulder.


  * * *


  After we walked down the same hallway for a bit longer, we finally reached our destination, so I opened the door. The white sliding door let out a loud rattling sound, as the stopper created an ear-splitting banging sound.


  “Sai-san!”


  “Wueh?!”


  The person sitting on the opposite side of the room jumped up in shock as she heard my scream. She turned around and looked at me, putting one hand on her chest to let out a deep sigh.


  “Oh dear, it’s just you, Aruha-kun? Can you knock properly next time? What if people saw me while I’m slacking off?” She said and placed the game console she carried into one of her desk’s drawers, adjusting her glasses.


  She had tied up her brightly-colored hair in a casual way, giving off a vibe like she’d just gotten out of a bath. The glasses she wore on her face, carried by her well-endowed body, resembled a bee. Not only that, but it even came close to a hornet. Despite being relatively tall, she carried a less formal atmosphere that would probably make her look like a student if she’d worn our uniform. She wiped the hand with which she had just eaten potato chips with and stuffed it into her white robe’s pocket. Yes, she wore a white robe, as she’s the nurse here. Normally, this delinquent health teacher, Saitou Sai, would spend even her time on duty eating food or playing games, but I didn’t have time for that right now. I just brought Ioka deeper into the room.


  “It’s her! This is the girl I mentioned!”


  On my way home after seeing Ioka burning on the rooftop yesterday, I immediately sent her a message. Understandably so, as she is a researcher all too familiar with this kind of phenomenon.


  “Wait, so it’s her?”


  “Yeah! She’s being possessed!”


  “Then say that sooner!”


  She frantically pulled the curtains close, rushed over to the door, and made sure to lock it. Together with the light emitting from Ioka, she also blocked off any view from the outside. The inside of the room abruptly turned black, as I could still hear Ioka’s pained breathing with no echo. Sai-san placed her hand on Ioka’s forehead, her expression stiffening.


  “Erk, so hot. What are the symptoms?”


  “Didn’t I tell you? It’s her flames!”


  Flames?! Then why the hell did you bring her here? Do you want to light this whole room on fire?!”


  “I’m sorry, but I just didn’t have time to get her anywhere else.”


  Sai-san then closely inspected Ioka with familiarized movement, pressing on her cheeks to check inside her mouth.


  “This is…Did you see an animal by any chance?”


  “I did!”


  “What was it?”


  “I believe it was a lizard.”


  “What size?”


  “Erm, about this size!”


  I remembered what I had seen and roughly estimated the size with my index finger and thumb.


  “Did she know?”


  “I’m not sure, but I don’t think she’s seen it.”


  “Did she vomit? Any incoherent muttering?”


  “Not while I was around, no.”


  Sai-san crossed her arms, mumbling to herself.


  “A lizard and fire…Salamander? Then it shouldn’t come from Phoenix…And judging with a glance, it might be either rank 51 or 52? No, let’s be honest…Except, it only showed itself to Aruha-kun. If so…”


  “She’s only heating up! Please do something already!” I began to panic.


  I thought that, as long as we’d made it here, Sai-san would know how to handle the rest. That was my firm belief. But, she was just lost in her thoughts, as Ioka’s body continued to heat up like a stove. I didn’t think this would happen. If she were to create flames now, it would bring nothing but destruction.


  “…I’m fine. I…I will handle this myself…”


  A voice finally heard my prayers, but it didn’t belong to Sai-san. I looked at Ioka, wondering what she would do, when she reached into her skirt’s pocket. Immediately after, she took out the pack of mint tablets.


  “Ah, that’s…”


  Without responding to me, she poured some of the tablets into her mouth, crunched on them, and eventually swallowed. The pack then fell out of her hands, onto the floor, and scattered the tablets.


  “With this…it should calm down…!”


  Her shoulders moved up and down from her heavy breathing, but all I could do was watch. And yet, the situation showed no signs of improving.


  “Why…Why is it not working?!”


  “The answer is simple…The symptoms have progressed. Still trying to take care of it yourself? That’s just crude, honey,” Sai-san pushed me out of the way to check out Ioka. “This is…bad. We’re out of time. Aruha-kun, help me out!”


  “H-Huh? What are you talking about?!”


  “Just do as I tell you! Keep her down for me!”


  And then, I heard the sound like there was friction in the air. But it took me a good time to realize that this was actually a groan coming from Ioka. Her eyes shone with a bright golden color. Wrinkles appeared on her nose, and her canines peeked out from behind her pale lips. When I witnessed this change, I understood—The possession was getting stronger.


  “Sorry, Ioka! Put up with it for now!”


  Before she could grow completely rampant, I made the choice to keep her in a lock from behind. The heaviness of her legs swinging up and down almost shook me off, but I managed to keep her still. While I stuck this close to her, I could clearly feel the heat—through her clothes.


  “What do I do now?!”


  “Just keep her still!” Sai-san responded without turning around.


  Looking over, she was aggressively rummaging through her desk’s drawer. What appeared in sight at her every move was some type of snack.


  “Candy…No, not. She needs something right now. Cookies? Too much sugar…Ahhh, who made such a mess out of my drawer anyway?!” screamed the person who was most definitely responsible for it, but I couldn’t afford to point that out now.


  I don’t know anything. I can’t do anything. I just put more strength into my arms, as I tried to keep Ioka’s scorching-hot body under control. Hurry up and do something, please!


  “Ah, found it!”


  It seemed like Sai-san finally found what she was looking for because she brought over the magic item that would resolve the situation—or so I had hoped, but my hopes were crushed right after. It was a rectangular slab, covered with brown-wrapping paper, a golden foil stamping on it. The shape looked oddly familiar—


  “Ch-Chocolate?!”


  But Sai-san ignored my scream and tried to peel off the wrapping, but she couldn’t quite do so.


  “Gaaah, to the chest!”


  She put the slab on her knee to snap it in two, as the wrapping came apart. She then threw the contents of the wrapping at me.


  “Feed her that!”


  “Wah, ah!”


  I reached out for the chocolate with both my hands, yet failed to catch it on my first try. It bounced up in my hands several times…but since Ioka was free now, she attacked me. With speed that almost felt inhumane, I was slammed onto the ground. She moved like an actual beast. Her hand then reached for my neck. I could feel the heat she gave off directly on my skin, reaching my flesh. It resembled the kind of burning feeling you’d get when touching a hot iron.


  “Hurry! Stuff it in her mouth!”


  “You make it sound so easy!”


  I could already see sparks of the flames rising from Ioka’s shoulder blades. Her hand pressed down on my throat with incredible strength. Because the blood was blocked off from reaching my head, my consciousness was starting to grow hazy. The air made her throat quiver, and while my view was getting darker, I spotted her open mouth.


  “E-Eat this!”


  I stuffed a bit of chocolate into her mouth. She began coughing, but I covered her mouth with my hands to keep the chocolate inside.


  “Good, good! Make her swallow it!”


  “You say that, but…”


  Ioka’s throat seemed to be awkwardly moving. She was burning so hot that I could barely touch her. She still showed no signs of calming down, and my hands were going to get pushed away immediately. The chocolate was still in her mouth, but she hadn’t swallowed it. At this rate, she’s just going to spit it out again…What do I do?


  I didn’t have time to think. In the heat of the moment, I pulled her closer. I put both my hands on her head, pressing it against my chest. The breath I felt hitting me resembled a hairdryer at max settings. She tried to push me away, but in this position, she couldn’t beat me in terms of raw strength. I just focused all my being on keeping her close to me.


  “It’s too hot! Isn’t this enough already?!”


  “No! Keep going!”


  “I can’t anymooore!”


  “Not yet!”


  I tried to listen to Sai-san’s orders and embraced the girl with all my heart. Finally, I could feel the faint sensation of her throat moving up and down on my chest.


  “Did she swallow it…?!”


  From that point on, the resistance she gave me grew weaker. I could also feel her heat sinking. Going from a stove to a frying pan. Eventually, all strength left her body, as she fell on my chest with her eyes closed. She had a peaceful expression like our whole struggle just now was but a lie. She took a deep breath through her pale lips…and then began breathing normally.


  “Good, good. This should be fine.”


  “Th-That scared me…”


  I could feel all my muscles relaxing. I only realized now that my whole body was hurting, too. Especially my head and back. Following that, my arms and hands. My neck and palms were stinging, so I probably suffered some burns.


  “Now, mind helping me out?” Sai-san said, so I moved my jarring body and stood up while carrying Ioka’s body.


  With Sai-san’s help, we managed to put her down on a bed. Finally, I was allowed to breathe out.


  “Great job. We finally did.”


  “Don’t give me that! I almost died, you know?!”


  “Now, now. Everything worked out, right? We managed to save the whole room from burning down. And you didn’t turn into embers, either. I call that a success.”


  “So there was a possibility I might have ended up like that after all…” I grumbled, wiping away the sweat from my forehead.


  I had a feeling that this could have been a worst-case scenario, but hearing it in words from her mouth still made my back shake. But, I didn’t mind. The cold feeling assaulting me felt just right to cool down my hot body. Then, I looked down at the girl. Contrary to her rampage not even a few minutes ago, she now slept with a calm expression. Her long eyelashes created a shadow on her white skin. Her relaxed eyebrows created a beautiful mark, looking like a loosened bow. I realized that most of what constituted her sharp impression was her expression after all. Now that she’s sleeping like this, she resembles an artificially created doll.


  From the bottom of my heart, I sighed in relief. If I had made a mistake anywhere on the line, I might have ended up like Sai-san was joking about. I took a deep breath to reassure myself that I, as well as Ioka, were still alive. However, this was only temporary. The main problem still remained.


  “This is where the fun begins, huh?”


  “Pretty much. It’s nothing but a temporary measure. First-aid treatment. A make-shift solution. Or you could call it an emergency evacuation. We went from actual cinders to charcoal. In other words…” Sai-san stuffed her hands into her white coat and flashed an arrogant smirk. “We’re gonna have to exorcise a devil.”


  Chapter 2 - See You Tomorrow, Exorcist


  It took quite some time until Ioka woke up again. During her slumber, I sat next to her on a small chair, watching her for the whole time. As she slept there with her eyes closed, she just kept on sucking in my gaze. But I felt the creeps crawling up my back when I started for too long, so I tore my gaze away. Until she woke up, this motion repeated over and over.


  “I…”


  Once awake, she carefully raised her body up and looked around.


  “Thank god you’re awake. Before you passed out, more flames were—” I tried to explain what had happened, but she raised her hand and stopped me.


  “It’s fine, I remember. Even the fact that you forcefully touched me.”


  “So what? You pushed me on the ground.”


  “I…I did not! It’s all because you said something unnecessary like that…!” She argued back at me, as she nervously fixed her hair.


  She then realized something, as all color drained from her face.


  “W-Wait, it’s gone…!” She frantically looked around, but I guessed what she was looking for, stuffing one hand in my pocket.


  “This is it, right?”


  It was her hair accessory, shaped like a star. I spotted it on the ground earlier and picked it. Must have fallen off her during all that chaos.


  “Thank god…”


  Realizing that her accessory was safe, she was visibly relieved. It couldn’t even be compared to the pack of mint tablets from before. She accepted the accessory for me, and then awkwardly put her fingertips together, fidgeting.


  “W-Well, you know…”


  “Yeah?”


  “Th-Thank you very much…”


  Seeing her face turn beet red, I couldn’t control my laughter. It’s like her whole head started to burn.


  “Yep, yep, this is youth. A boy and a girl talking next to the infirmary beds. As long as you grow up healthy in body and soul, you’ll surely develop an interest in the opposite sex—and honestly, the same sex too if you want it to be that way. That said, don’t get lost in your lust, and be smart about it. It’s important to respect each other’s wishes.”


  I hadn’t even realized that Sai-san stood next to me, but she sure blurted out the weirdest things with a straight face.


  “I can’t believe our school’s nurse is so inept at showing decency…”


  “Um, Saitou-sensei…”


  Ioka ignored my complaint and spoke to Sai-san directly.


  “Sai is just fine. Sai, sai, say it ain’t so, right? Just remember me as the beautiful and talented Sai-san.”


  “You say that every time, but it’s incredibly lame…”


  “Huh, you think so? I bet it’s super easy to remember. And hearing that from my little bro of all people sure stings.”


  “Hey!” I raised my voice in protest.


  I didn’t want her to call me like that in front of Ioka.


  “Little bro…So are you two…related?”


  Naturally, Ioka was met with confusion. Reluctantly, I delivered an explanation.


  “She’s my older sister’s friend, actually.”


  “Yup, yup. His older sister—Arihara Yomiko—and I go way back, actually. We’re best friends, soul mates, and the absolute duo. We were even in the same seminars in university.”


  “Right…”


  “Still, imagine my surprise when I finished my examination and ended up at the same school as little bro here. Lucky guy, huh? His older sister’s friend, a hot-smoking beauty, as his nurse? It’s the dream of every high school boy. Although a bit too stimulating.”


  “All I know is that Sis sucks at choosing her friends.”


  Granted, she would often meddle with my business as she damn pleased, but it was true that she had a good eye for looking after others. Some stuff happened in the past, and I’ve been in her care. However, being unable to match her skills is one more reason I’m so frustrated.


  “I’m sorry for asking such a private question.” Hidebound, Ioka apologized immediately.


  No matter how you looked at it, she clearly wasn’t the one at fault, but before I could even say a word, Sai-san had already placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder.


  “Now, just relax, Ioka-kun. No need to stiffen up. On the outside, you might be an adult, part of society, but here, you’re just a student. One with quite a bit of trouble, no less.”


  For just a brief moment, Ioka’s eyes shot wide open. It’s like a fortune-teller had guessed her whole past. From there on, she thought about it for a moment, closely inspected Sai-san, and then spoke up.


  “Sai-sensei, do you know what’s happening to me?”


  “You could say I do, or you could say I don’t. The question is always within you, and so is the answer.”


  “Could you please not speak in riddles?!” Ioka howled and pointed at Sai-san with her confident smirk, as she declared.


  “Then, let me start with the conclusion. You’re being possessed by a devil, Ioka-kun.”


  Ioka blinked a few times and then returned a question.


  “De…What did you just say?”


  “You weren’t mishearing things. A devil is possessing you. These symptoms of yours, those flames, they’re the work of a devil.”


  Ioka remained silent for a moment, until she eventually pushed the blanket off of her body, jumped out of the bed, and stood up after putting on her slippers.


  “Oh, Ioka-kun? Where do you think you’re going?”


  “What a disappointment. I’m not going to waste my time with such a foolish story.”


  “A foolish story, hm? And what do you intend to do once the symptoms show again?”


  “I will deal with them myself. That’s what I’ve been doing all this time.”


  “Well, I won’t force you to believe what I’m trying to tell you. Less trouble works for me. Catch you around.”


  Ioka must have expected Sai-san to try and stop her, as she showed a slightly bewildered expression. Even so, she turned her back to us and was about to leave—


  “Oh by the way, about those mint tablets?” Sai-san wiped her glasses with her white robe, speaking in a condescending manner. “Better hope they work next time, hm?”


  Ioka’s slender back stopped moving at once. She then slowly turned around. Witnessing this, Sai-san flashed a mischievous smirk.


  “The devil isn’t the issue. What’s important for you is that I know just the way to get rid of it. Isn’t that right, Ioka-kun?”


  “Sai-sensei…Just who in the world are you?”


  Met with Ioka’s question, Sai-san put her glasses back on and showed an expression like she had been waiting for that question.


  “A great question indeed. My job as a health teacher allows me to live out my hobby and earn me money, but it’s nothing more than a cover-up. In reality, I study devil research at Jouhoku University Graduate School for Integrated Cultural Studies and the Supernatural, Department of Cultural Studies and Anthropology Course as part of the Psychology Seminar, also known as the Devil Seminar, active within the devil exorcism research group. In other words…” She took a deep breath and then continued. “I’m an exorcist.”


  “So you really couldn’t finish it in one sentence,” I remarked.


  “Because this whole title is way too dang long,” Sai-san shrugged her shoulders and got her breathing under control.


  “An exorcist…? Well, I’ve heard the term before, but…” Ioka was visibly bewildered, to which Sai-san’s lips twisted.


  “Oh? Maybe you’ve seen them in a movie before? The one where the girl makes a bridge on all fours as she comes down the stairs and vomits green liquid. Well, real exorcism actually doesn’t have that kind of stuff.”


  After pondering on it for a moment, Ioka reluctantly returned to her bed and sat down.


  “I’ll hear you out. But…I’m not fully convinced just yet.”


  Hearing that, Sai-san gently narrowed her eyes.


  “Good girl, good girl. Now, where do I start…” Sai-san cleaned up the whiteboard standing behind her and began drawing while explaining. “Devils always lived with humanity to offer their strength. In return for a small price, they would grant a person’s wish. Amongst all of human history, whenever any major incident happened, there was usually a devil involved. That’s what we researchers have agreed on. That said, devils are made from the 5th element Aether, which governs the heavens and the stars, most of them can only be summoned through some complicated ritual to achieve an incarnation, so as long as you’re living a normal life on this planet, you normally should never even see one of those guys.


  “R-Really? But what about Ioka, then?” Sai-san pointed her marker at me as if to praise me for my question. “That’s why I said ‘normally,’ you know? We’ve encountered cases of devils appearing naturally to then enter a human—And that’s what we call a devil possession. In this case, through the physical body as the medium, the devil reacts to the individual’s strong wishes and materializes in the shape of one of the four elements. More accurately, they disregard the individual to fulfill that wish. Oddly enough, in modern Japan, this kind of phenomenon is exclusively limited to boys and girls under the age of 20. Quite interesting, don’t you think? Though in another sense, you could also say—” Sai-san stopped her words to flash a grin. “What attracts the devils the most…is the youth you guys spend, riddled with strong wishes.”


  “Youth…”


  Ioka and I looked at each other.


  “That’s right. And that very wish makes your body burn up in flames. It’s like you’re reaching for the stars way up in the heavens. Truly, it is youth in itself.”


  Sai-san looked through her desk and grabbed a lollipop, removed the plastic, and put it into her mouth. It might sound simple enough, but as it was something we had never even anticipated would exist, understanding it would take time. It’s like watercolor slowly sinking into the paper, as the truth we were just told only gradually stuck with us. And once we had grasped the vague meaning, Ioka returned a sharp comment.


  “But I don’t want to burn like that!”


  That earnest scream had Sai-san grin even further as she shrugged her shoulders.


  “Of course you don’t. If it was a wish you were aware of, the devil wouldn’t grant it for you. The only wishes they react to are those the person themselves don’t realize. And it’s usually quite the fervent wish.”


  “So what am I supposed to do about that?”


  Sai-san smirked.


  “Now, what do you think?”


  I started thinking. If the devil grants a wish, then…


  “She has to grant that wish herself?”


  Sai-san nodded and pointed the lollipop at me.


  
    
      
       [image: 0008_image1]
      

    

  


  “Correct. To stop the wish is to accomplish it yourself. If there’s no wish to be granted, then the devil will have to leave. Simple, right?”


  Truthfully, what she said sounded rather uncomplicated. The issue was that…the way to stop the actual wish was far too vague.


  “But then…why did the mind tablets help me control it? I just thought I’d get over it if I’d calmed down…”


  “If you’re hungry, you feel the urge to eat something. It’s one of humanity’s most basic desires. And by fulfilling it, you can temporarily deceive the devil that you have accomplished your wish. Mind tablets like that can make you feel refreshed, so that fits the bill. Going with logic, anything that raises your blood sugar like chocolate. However, you’re just doing prevention work. If left to its own devices, the devil will grow stronger and continue to try and accomplish your wish.”


  “No way…!”


  “It worked before, but now it didn’t, right? The possession is progressing.”


  Ioka bit her lip and went silent.


  “But I say, you’re pretty lucky. After all, you have this exorcist specializing in youth affairs right here with you. Just ride the boat…No, the Zumwalt-class that is me, and don’t worry about a thing,” Sai-san stood up and slapped herself on the chest a few times, only to be interrupted by a familiar bell ringing sound. “Oh, guess we’re out of time. No more of that. Job’s done for today. Come back tomorrow.”


  “Wait a second, I still haven’t…”


  Sai-san ignored Ioka and looked at me instead.


  “Oh yeah, you should stop by, too, Aruha-kun.”


  “Why me?”


  “Oh please, you really want a weak and fragile health teacher like me to face off against a scary devil?”


  “Aren’t you going back on your word?”


  “You see, Aruha-kun…This is something that you have to do no matter what.”


  Those words made it feel like I had been punched in the face. For a moment, memories came rushing back into my mind. I had seen someone off a long time ago, with the same words. ‘There is something that I have to do no matter what.’ Even now, I still don’t know what exactly those words meant. What’s certain, however, is that the person never came back…Never again. Just reminiscing about that created unspeakable feelings deep within my body, that I forcefully swallowed.


  “Well, that’s how it is. Good luck, little bro,” she said and gave me a wink.


  I don’t even get what’s going on anymore. And more importantly, what is she plotting?


  “Come on, out with you two! Shop’s closed! Auld lang syne1! Study hard, you two!”


  “W-Wait, Sai-san! This is all too sudden!”


  I tried to protest against being thrown out of the room without any proper explanation, but Sai-san made it evident she wouldn’t tell us another thing, so Ioka and I eventually ended up in the hallway. An awkward and uncomfortable mood reigned between the two of us. The way she dropped her shoulders in defeat was unlike any reaction I’d ever seen from her. The perfect appearance I saw of her on my phone was long gone. Since she remained silent, her sheer boundless confidence was nowhere to be found. She looked so uncertain and fragile. I could feel my chest tightening. That sight of her made me want to protect the girl—Which is weird since I shouldn’t be so arrogant.


  “Anyway, that’s how it is.”


  “Just wait a moment.”


  I tried to walk away when Ioka grabbed my arm.


  “What?”


  “You’ll come here with me tomorrow, right?”


  “I don’t know a dang thing, y’know. I just heard about devils from Sis and Sai-san, so I figured that you might be possessed by one, but that’s about it.”


  “Didn’t she tell you to come, too? You must be related in some way,” she looked me directly in the eyes, not allowing me to make excuses.


  I don’t know what Sai-san is plotting, but to be honest, I don’t know what I would do even if I was there. But…I’m already too involved. I can’t pull back this late into the game. So, I responded with a sigh.


  “…Fine. Okay, so tomorrow after school.”


  “As long as you understand.”


  “Each time, huh?”


  “I’m just acting according to the situation. Wouldn’t you call it sophisticated?”


  “Modesty is more sophisticated.”


  “Anyway! Don’t even try to run! See you tomorrow!”


  Her anxious expression from earlier had long vanished, as she now walked away with a confident stride. I was left watching her walk off. Her singular line of ‘See you tomorrow!’ kept on replaying in my mind.


  


  1 A song often played in Japan when shops are closing. Paired with “Mado no Yuki” it means to study something earnestly.


  Chapter 3 - Sushi and then Chocolate Mint Ice Cream


  “Oh, didn’t you hear? Saitou-san is on vacation right now.”


  “Huuuuuh?!”


  “Whaaaaat?!”


  The following day, Ioka and I made our way to the infirmary, only to scream in unison. I glanced over at Ioka, who covered her mouth with both her hands, checking out my reaction. Her eyes seemed to be asking me what exactly we should do from now on, so I responded with an equally confused look.


  “Anyway, I’ll be her representative for the time. I have to say, I’m pretty jealous that she can go for a trip overseas during her long vacation.” The representative nurse gave off a calm and relaxing vibe with a gentle smile.


  Naturally, she does not know about our situation. Met with this revelation, the two of us just walked away from the infirmary and called Sai-san right on the spot.


  “Hello, hello! It’s your favorite and beloved exorcist from the infirmary…Saitou Sai heeere!”


  A familiar voice came from my phone’s speaker. Not only that, she even had her camera turned on, allowing us to see what kind of face—Spoiler, the same face as always—she made as she waved at us.


  “And we’re calling you because you weren’t in your damn infirmary!”


  “Wherever I am is the infirmary, young man!”


  “What kind of logic is that…”


  “Logic is of utmost importance! After all, devils are concepts.”


  I wondered where exactly she was calling us from, so I checked the background. I could see a wooden board behind her, with the names of fish written on it.


  “You’re at a sushi restaurant, aren’t you?”


  “Didn’t I tell you? I’m gonna be in Britain for a while. Britain, Britain, and chicken.”


  “You didn’t even tell us any B from Britain! And didn’t you ask us to come by today?”


  “Oh, did I? Well, they found some more historical data about devils over in Oxford, so the research team from the British Museum called me over. I gotta get to writing my thesis soon, too, so this is perfect timing. That being the case, I’m eating sushi over at Narita Airport right now. Mhm, gyoza are great!”


  “You act like an adult, but your taste is so childish…”


  “We’ve known each other for so long, and yet you insist on hurting me, little bro?”


  “I don’t care. What are we going to do about Ioka?!”


  “Ah, about that. I gave it some thought as the researcher that I am. What to do in this situation, and what would be the best solution. And the conclusion my genius brain has reached…” She used her long fingers to remove the shrimp’s tail and continued. “…is that I’m gonna leave this case to you, Aruha-kun.”


  “You can’t mean…”


  “Exactly. You’ll exorcise the devil, little bro.”


  “What in the world are you saying?! There’s no way I could do that!”


  “I told you. Just have to find out Ioka-kun’s wish and make it real. You should be able to do it…or rather, you’re the only one who can pull it off.”


  “That makes no sense!”


  “Once I’m done eating here, I have to get checked in, so let me keep it brief.”


  She didn’t mind my answer and just raised three fingers.


  “Let me bless you with three pieces of wisdom. It’s the basics of an exorcist.”


  In the end, I was forced to listen.


  “First…Devils are concepts. Once the flames take form, you cannot erase them with any physical means. You can only approach the wish that is the driving force for it. React quickly and prepare defensive measures, okay?”


  “…I guess.”


  “Perfect. Second…The devil is trying to fulfill her wish through the use of flames. There must be a logical connection between the flames and Ioka-kun. You have to find that.”


  “How would I know?”


  “Gotta think about it. Anyway, the last part is the most important…As devils are concepts, they always behave according to their own logic. If you want to exorcise them properly, all of these conditions have to be met.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  She saw my bewildered face and smiled.


  “Oh, you’ll be fine. You’re Yomiko’s younger brother, after all. Anyway, I’ll leave the rest to you!” She then disappeared from my phone screen.


  “She hung up…it seems,” Ioka said as she gave me a concerned—no, a pitiful—gaze.


  “I can’t believe she just cut me off like that! Damn demon! Devil! Nurse!”


  I cursed her out, but the screen remained black. She’s not responding.


  “What…do we do now?”


  “Well…”


  We looked at each other. In all honesty, we were disappointed and betrayed. We both thought that Sai-san should be able to handle things as long as we went there.


  “Sai-san should be back soon enough.”


  “How soon is soon?”


  “A…week? Maybe a month?”


  “That’s not soon enough!”


  Ioka suddenly screamed and even I flinched in shock. She closed in on me, her face drained of any blood, and her white skin looked even more pale.


  “Wh-Why is that?”


  “It’s just not! I need to get rid of these flames as quickly as possible.”


  She wouldn’t reveal her reasons, but her cornered expression showed me enough sincerity. An amateur like me couldn’t possibly get involved with a messy situation like this. That said, I couldn’t exactly leave the boat and let her sink. Which would be more responsible in the end…?


  “…Okay, I get it. If Sai-san wandered off like that, this devil must be something even I can handle. I just have to accomplish your wish, so…yeah. I can handle it,” I played tough to hide my true feelings, to reassure her.


  Even so, her stiffened expression softened up, as she finally showed me a smile.


  “Okay. I’m counting on you.”


  She blessed me with a genuine expression I hadn’t seen before, as I felt my own body temperature rise.


  “…Let’s have a strategy meeting first.”


  “A strategy meeting?”


  “There’s a lot of things we should discuss, right? Stuff that would be hard to talk about at school…maybe on Saturday…or Sunday? Any day you could make time. Maybe during dinner,” I said, only to realize something mid-sentence.


  This is almost like…


  “Are you inviting me out on a date?” she asked.


  “No, I’m not!”


  “Good. If you did, I would have slammed you on the ground again.”


  “If you have any complaints, please keep it to a non-physiological way of letting your voice be heard.”


  “No worries, destruction of humans falls under the biological field.”


  “I have physical freedom, okay?” I shuddered.


  “Are you a citizen?”


  “It’s more about morals than anything.”


  “Oh dear, I don’t have any memory of ever learning that.”


  “Then restart all the way from elementary school, please.”


  “Either way, I understand the need to meet up. I will contact you again once I check my schedule. Dismissed.”


  Where exactly did her previous honesty run off to? She gave me another arrogant order, turned her back toward me, and walked away. Even though she was just walking down the hallway, her back figure resembled that of a ruler. Seriously, what kind of Jurassic Pa*k did I get involved in? Either way, I should probably do my duty as an exorcist. That’s what’s most important right now.


  * * *


  “I’ve been waiting.”


  She stood at the location we agreed to meet up, one hand on her waist, the other pointed at me with her index finger. Our Sakamaki City was generally known as a port city close to rivers and the ocean. The Sakamaki River, even featured in our school’s anthem, was located to the northwest of the town, with a giant shopping mall and incorporated train station close to it. We decided to meet up in front of the mall’s monument. That stone monument celebrated a singer, so a picture of them and song lyrics were engraved into it. I found myself wondering if Ioka would one day also get a monument like this.


  “You say that, but…”


  “I’m a model. Models are busy. You’re aware of that, correct?”


  “No, I’m not. Also, it’s still 30 minutes until we were supposed to meet up.”


  “That’s not the issue. Think about it. What do you think I could have done all the time I was waiting here?


  “I don’t know? Doing daily logins for your mobile game?”


  “Are you that bored…?”


  “Enough that I’m willing to help with your exorcism, yeah.”


  Her relentless barrage of complaints left me shrugging my shoulders. Surprisingly enough, despite this attitude she had, she was perfectly prepared. Like it happened as naturally as she breathed. She wore what looked like a one-piece that revealed her shoulders. The part on her cleavage had laces running around it. The sleeves were cut diagonally, creating an original appearance, but also emphasizing her proportions. Giving it a good look, I realized that white snowflakes were imprinted on it. On her legs, she wore red sneakers. Even though it wasn’t anything exceptionally sophisticated, the contrast between red and white made it look even more stylish. On top of that, she wore round earrings that shook at her every step, not leaving my sight even when I looked away. Paired with all these diverse impressions, the main actor of it all was still Ioka. It’s almost like she sucked up the beauty created by the clothes to make it her own.


  “Whatever, let’s be off.”


  “Weren’t you the one who started this?” I grumbled.


  But naturally, I didn’t voice my impressions publicly, nor would she be able to guess them, as she just started walking. Her stride was fierce and confident, I wouldn’t have been shocked if she bent the ground at every step. I felt like I was some wildlife researcher, as I followed a step behind her.


  “So, where are we going?”


  “A café I regularly visit. It should be perfect for us to have a private conversation.”


  A café she regularly visits—It sounded so unfamiliar and fresh, which left me with complicated feelings. I guess she just lives in a different world from me, even if we attend the same school and live in the same town.


  “So, have you made any progress?”


  That said, it was clear as day that she was feeling restless, like a balloon swaying left and right in stormy weather.


  “I did make sure to read up on it, but…” I continued to follow her stride as I tightly gripped my smartphone.


  Now that I have been appointed as an exorcist, I needed to at least have basic knowledge of devils. And for that, I have this convenient tool. Just by looking it up, I found out all sorts of information about the devils. Most of the records resembled each other quite a bit, telling the possessed about hidden truths, defeating their enemies, or changing into what the person’s crush looked like to fulfill their desires. Most of them were drawn like vicious beasts or mythical monsters, making me realize that Ioka was possessed by something that scary. It gave me the creeps.


  However, none of the information I found turned out to be a worthwhile hint. I couldn’t gather help or tricks regarding actual exorcism. I mean, I did find something regarding exorcising an evil spirit, but that was just stuff like reading the bible to them, praying while holding a cross, and all that religious stuff. I have to find a conceptual connection. And if I went with the methods that Sai-san told me…


  “…I think I’d like to know more about you, Ioka.”


  “Lewd.”


  “Please don’t. I’m not asking this because I’m curious.”


  “What was that? Can’t you at least show the least bit of interest in me?”


  “Can you pick a side, please?” I mumbled, to which Ioka’s tip of her nose shot up high.


  “Well, I agree that it’s something we have to do. Anything on your mind already?”


  She seemed willing to cooperate, which was very reassuring to know. Sometimes, I wondered if she really wanted to get things resolved or not.


  “Hmmm, let me think…” I thought about it while walking. “Since when did that fire start showing up?”


  “Around the time I had my spring-summer season photo shoot. I think it happened when I had a discussion with my stylist about an outfit. My body suddenly started burning up, my mind going hazy, and then the flames…At that time, they were still relatively small, jumping over onto the lightbox in the room, which caused major panic. I managed to play it off by saying that one of the lights suddenly caught fire…”


  I tried to imagine that very sight in my mind. Unless you saw it with your very own eyes, it’d be incredibly hard to believe. I don’t think I would have if I didn’t know any better.


  “So, is there anything on your mind lately?”


  “Not other than the devil. I am perfect, after all.”


  “I don’t buy that. There’s gotta be something. Like getting into a fight with a friend or your parents…”


  “I don’t have any friends.”


  That was a surprise. I figured that, if you became a model with her level of fame, you’d be thoroughly enjoying relationships with others.


  “Please don’t give me such a surprised look.”


  “I wasn’t making that kind of face.”


  “Then what kind of face are you making right now?”


  “…Sorry. I guess I was a bit taken aback.”


  She was like an esper who could read my thoughts. Or, I guess I just made it so obvious.


  “Maybe your wish that you make friends?”


  “But I chose this path myself. And honestly, I don’t have the time to play friends with people. If I had some free time, I would study up on outfits. Even now, I would rather…”


  I could tell her expression was stiffening up. And to be honest, I wasn’t questioning her or digging into her feelings because I found enjoyment in it. That said, saying she was busy didn’t seem like an excuse or a means to make me feel bad. However, calling it ‘play friends’ sure gave it a negative connotation. Not only that, but it seemed like she even guessed what I was thinking.


  “It’s not just me. Everyone is spreading fireworks wherever they go. It’s a harsh world.”


  “Fireworks…”


  Even that choice of words made me think of the flames. Maybe a rivalry with another model could be the reason for the devil’s work?


  “Um, excuse me?”


  As I was lost in thought, a voice called out to us—or rather, Ioka—but it took me a short moment to even realize that.


  “Yes, how can I help you?”


  Yet, Ioka didn’t seem flustered in the slightest, as she responded immediately. The person who called out to her was a woman, and albeit small, her clothes made it seem like she was an adult. I guess she should be around the same age as Sai-san. I didn’t even realize that Ioka had already stopped way ahead of me, and going back to her would have been even weirder, so I just watched the situation from afar.


  “You are…Ioka-chan, right?”


  Yes, that’s right,” she gently smiled.


  It was much more welcoming and warm than any expression I’d seen on her before.


  “I can’t believe it! I always watch your videos…and gosh, you’re much more adorable in person. And your outfit is stylish…”


  “Thank you. And your blouse looks wonderful, too.”


  “I bought it from this spring’s NarraTale, the one you wore in that one magazine…”


  “You look great in it.”


  “O-Oh, please. But, could I ask for a picture with you?”


  “Of course.”


  Ioka agreed and swiftly moved closer to the woman and took a pose. The woman took out her smartphone and swiftly took the picture. I don’t know what expression she had then, but she probably nailed a perfect smile.


  “Th-Thank you very much! Do you think I could show this to my friends? Maybe upload it on social media…?”


  “I don’t know if it gives you much bragging right, but I would be happy if you did.”


  “Thank you! I’ll treasure it!” The woman grinned at the smartphone as she walked away.


  I waited for her to disappear into the crowd before I made my way back to Ioka.


  “I’m sorry you had to keep your distance like that. But thank you.”


  “Nah, I didn’t wanna be bothered by that. Though, I guess it only really now set in how famous you are.”


  Once Ioka stood next to me, we started walking again.


  “That’s not the case at all. In fact, events like that are a rarity,” she said, letting out a faint sniff at my words, and showed a self-deprecating smile.


  I didn’t like seeing her in such a state, so I tried to cheer her up.


  “Still, you handled her perfectly, no?”


  “Of course. It might be a rarity, but I could never know who would call out to me or who’s watching.”


  “You have a lot of adult fans, I bet.”


  “Yes. I hear that a lot. I’m sure it’s a good thing…but I wouldn’t mind a bit more support from people my age,” she said, sounding like she was her own producer or something.


  But, I sort of get it. Ioka is always so calm and collected, she seems rather mature for her age. Even more so in photos or videos. And I guess that’s what makes her seem hard to approach.


  “Don’t misunderstand.”


  “About what?”


  “I might not have any friends, but that doesn’t mean I always feel alone. I have many people who support me, and there’s all the people I meet because of my work…Well, it also has its drawbacks.”


  “Drawbacks?”


  “Like stalkers.”


  I was dumbfounded.


  “You should have told me about that sooner! Didn’t I just ask about your worries?!”


  “It’s not necessarily something I worry about.”


  “I don’t buy that.


  “There was one time I encountered such a person. I don’t know where they heard it from, but they were waiting for me at my destination. Tall, wearing a black hoodie with the hood over their head. They even wore a black mask, completely hiding their face. But that’s as far as it went.”


  “But wouldn’t they just stand out more if they dressed in such a comically-suspicious way?”


  “I felt the same way, but it happened…”


  I could only imagine some kind of black magician that appeared in a novel. The more I think about it, the more it sounds connected to the devil.


  “That sounds…pretty terrifying.”


  “No, not really. It just shows that I’ve become such a great novel that I can move the hearts of people.”


  “Gimme a slice of your positivity, won’t you?”


  In her case, it felt like she was constantly tickling a man’s desires more than anything, but I decided to keep quiet about that.


  “Not to mention…I’m plenty strong myself,” she said like it wasn’t anybody’s business, but I felt the urge to pull her back down.


  “I get that you’re not afraid, but you definitely shouldn’t face a man head-on, especially if he’s taller than you. You should run away immediately.”


  Ioka didn’t answer me. Instead, she came to an abrupt stop and took a good look at my face. Her earrings swayed left and right directly in front of me. Her sharp gaze pierced through me.


  “Are you worried about me?”


  “Of course. Devils are scary, but humans can be terrifying, too.”


  “Hmmm…” She didn’t avert her gaze, as she looked at bewildered old me.


  This awkward atmosphere continued for a while until she eventually gasped like she’d realized something.


  “Waaah! It’s a stalker!”


  “Where?!”


  “O-Over there!”


  I looked in the direction of where she pointed. A lot of people were filling my sight, but I didn’t see anybody suspicious. Even so, I stepped in front of her and stepped before the scared girl. Her delicate hands grabbed my arm, as she hid behind me. I didn’t see any black shadow. But, where are they? What if they come to attack her now? Could I win? No way I can. We should get out of here. I took Ioka’s hand. Her temperature was still okay, and I didn’t see any lizard around. At least the flames shouldn’t bother us right now.


  “Let’s go!”


  I pulled on her hand and began running—Or rather, I tried to run, but she wouldn’t move an inch. I turned around, only to find her grinning at me.


  “…Don’t tell me.”


  “Yes. I was lying.”


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me…”


  I could feel all the tension leave my body and I let go of her hand.


  “Not bad of an actor, aren’t I?”


  “Do you really expect me to praise you after all that?!”


  “But it’s true that stalkers are rather troublesome.”


  “Didn’t you just talk all smug about how you don’t care about them?”


  “And there is one more thing I found out that is true.”


  “Which is…?” I asked with a disgruntled voice.


  “I can tell you’re actually worried about me, Aruha-kun.”


  That’s not something you should check by telling a lie. I wanted to get angry at her for that…But when I saw that teasing grin of hers, all the words got stuck in my chest. She nodded in satisfaction and then clapped her hands together once.


  “Okay, I’ve decided. Change of plans,” she said, walking in the direction we just came from.


  “Huh? H-Hey, where are we going now?”


  When she turned around to answer me, her hair swayed in the wind.


  “I’ll tell you more about me.”


  * * *


  Ioka took me to a clothes shop inside the train station building. With the sheer size of the shopping mall, you wouldn’t walk long until you encountered a clothes shop. One of them seemed to be our destination because Ioka entered without much hesitation.


  “Welco—Oh! It’s Ioka-chan!”


  “It has been a while, Kaname-chan.”


  Contrary to the employee speaking in a friendly tone, Ioka preserved her politeness. The employee spoke in a bit of a listless tone, and her bangs were long enough to hide one of her eyes, as she kept her back hair shooter. The outfit she wore must be from this very clothes shop, as it was very impressionable and fashionable. That’s what you’d expect from an employee working in a clothes shop, though. On her thick nameplate hanging on her chest, I could read the name Kaneko Kaname. Still, be it with that fan earlier, or now with the employee, Ioka always keeps a perfect expression on the outside.


  “Feels like it’s been ages! What brings you here?”


  “I actually came with a friend today. His name is Arihara Aruha-kun.”


  “Hello.”


  For now, I decided to give her a casual greeting. I’m honestly not used to situations like these. It felt unpleasant.


  “Friend?!”


  “You don’t have to be so shocked about it!”


  “Ah, sorry. Just, this is a first, you know?”


  Seeing Ioka’s desperate response almost made me burst out laughing. No matter how great her facade may be, there are still some things she can’t just gloss over. Or maybe it’s because those two are just that close.


  “So, what did that friend want here in our shop, where we only sell goods for the ladies?”


  “Do you still have the lookbook?”


  “Ah, I see how it is. The spring-summer collection, right? Just gimme a minute!” Kaname-san grinned and stepped away for a moment, only to return with a thick book.


  On the cover, I could see a girl smiling, wearing a white one-piece. Her crimson-red lips especially left an impression.


  “What…is this? A catalog?”


  “Sorta. Well, just take a look.”


  I did what Ioka told me to do and flipped over the pages. There, I was greeted with the same girl as on the cover, taking a different pose. The scenery around her was green, telling me that she must have been inside a forest. But where could this have been? It felt like the green and the leaves around here seemed artificially created. In the center of it all stood a long bench made of class, and the girl stood on top of it. Like she was a conqueror, she showed no hesitation. With one hand, she grabbed the hem of her skirt like a noble, and the other hand held a smartphone case as red as an apple. And then, I realized. This white one-piece, the fabric and color, and the snow imprints…


  “Ioka?!”


  How did I not realize until now? The outfit in the picture was the exact same she was wearing right now. The one on the cover and the first page of the catalog had always been Itou Ioka.


  “Yes, it’s me,” she puffed out her chest in confidence when Kaname-san began to tease her.


  “Wao! Ioka-chan looks so smug!”


  “N-Not at all! It’s just because Aruha-kun said he wants to know more about it!”


  “Oooh? So you two are like that, huh?” Kaname-san continued to tease that attitude of Ioka’s.


  I knew they were pretty close.


  “No, we’re really not like that.”


  “Why are you instantly denying it, Aruha-kun?! Can’t you at least look a bit happy while saying something like ‘Well, she’s the unattainable flower, so’…and at least add a bit of nuance!” Ioka grumbled.


  “But wouldn’t it be better if there’s no rumors going around?”


  “That…might be true…”


  “But, you look so different in the catalog, I barely even realized,” I added, to which her displeased expression changed instantly.


  “Right, right? Tremble in excitement at my expressiveness! The concept of NarraTale’s spring-summer collection was [Snow White], so I created a level of nobility yet simplicity to show passion, and I took the perfect pose to emphasize the silhouette of the one-piece to make its charm shine.”


  “Narra…What now?”


  Unable to follow her explanation, I was forced to return a question. In response, Kaname-san raised one finger.


  “Ah.”


  Looking up, there was something resembling a billboard above her head. Written on there with alphabetical letters was the following title: NARRATIVE TALE.


  “Narrative Tale, or NarraTale for short. The concept is basically [Create your own story], and although it might look casual at first glance, it combines motives from fairy tales with a playful style and detail. Matching with your own lifestyle, it makes every person wearing the outfits feel like a protagonist. That’s what the brand is famous for,” the employee explained with a bit of a jesting tone.


  She sounded like one of those tour guides in tourist areas.


  “Oh, that’s pretty amazing.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yes, yes it is!”


  I couldn’t help but admire the idea, whereas the employee remained as listless as always, but Ioka responded strongly.


  “The clothes might look normal at first glance, but only the people actually wearing them will be able to feel the detail and the beauty hidden within it, which is why its popularity skyrocketed, and not just on social media, so just wearing this daily makes you feel like you’re living in your own world as your own protagonist, and to create this kind of worldview, it’s clear that the chief designer Tezuka Teruta is an absolute genius, or you could even go so far as to call him a magician when he’s making the patterns of the clothes,” Ioka continued to ramble on like a machine, which made Kaname-san giggle.


  “There it is. Same procedure as always. But thanks for being such a huge fan. As an employee of the brand, having Itou Ioka stan you like this sure gives me plenty of bragging rights!”


  I had no idea, really. I think anybody who lives in this town went shopping in this building at least once. I’m part of that group, too. And surely, I must have passed by this store many times. And yet, to have it be such a store…No, finding such a store here, I never would have imagined.


  “You like this place, huh?”


  “Yes. Very much so,” she responded, smiling like a gleeful child.


  In the town where I live, there is this store that sells her favorite clothes and even has her own pictures. I once again looked down at the catalog. This was…Ioka’s work of art. Of course, the cameraman, stylist, designer, and all the other people I didn’t know about, all contributed to creating this. But at the end of it all, it was Ioka who worked with these people to tell everyone about this brand, and brought this work of art to life. So far, I thought models were just people with good looks or great physiques, as they had pictures taken of them. But, that’s not it. Ioka is a professional. This is her job.


  “And they all…want to become like you.”


  I said so, intending to show my admiration. However—


  “Of course not.”


  Her expression grew clouded. However, this only lasted an instant, like a single cloud covering the sun as she began to shine again.


  “Or rather, they can’t become like me.”


  “Huh? I mean, yeah, but…” I wasn’t expecting that answer, so I didn’t know how to react.


  I had anticipated she would just go on with her usual spiel about how all of humanity should strive to become like her.


  “You’re like…their goal. Their admiration, right?”


  “Then let me ask you…Why are you wearing clothes, Aruha-kun?”


  “Huh? I mean, I can’t walk around naked, can I?”


  “There’s no law saying that you can’t be naked all the time, is there?”


  “Yes. Yes, there is. And a pretty strict law, too.”


  “And I’m saying that your reason for wearing them is what really matters.”


  She probably saw me giving her a dubious look, because she continued right after.


  “You’re the only one deciding what you want to wear. What’s your ideal self like? It all depends on that.”


  “My ideal…self…”


  “What I do is give but a suggestion. Showing people that this is one way to wear these clothes. That there is this level of beauty in them. And that’s all I really want to tell them. There are people who feel a connection to it, and others don’t. But it’s all their freedom to make that choice. Yet, what do you do? Acting like choosing a model as a reference is just the result of wanting to feel at peace from other people’s gazes—”


  “Can you not blame me for something I never said?”


  “It goes with everything. You take a look at all sorts of things, think about it, worry about it, and then choose that this is who you are—or there’s no meaning to it. How pointless, really. You’re just like all the other stupid boys who confessed to me. Even though they don’t know the last thing about me…” She kept on rambling on, as the tip of the arrow slowly moved away from me.


  I feel like at least 80% of what she just said was just her venting. But even so, it felt like I understood what she wanted to say. She believes that clothes have the strength for you to change. The good or bad of clothes all depends on if it brings the individual closer to who they want to be. That’s why it’s important that you make the choice yourself.


  If so…If there are people who don’t have an ideal self like that, what clothes are they supposed to wear? Do all the people who shop at this store have a concrete image like that? I was so overwhelmed with all this that I looked around, only to stop when I spotted something. I was so taken in by Ioka all this time that I didn’t even spot a certain panel in an open spot. It was probably a bit taller than the original, acting as a main visual. Looking at the picture, I swallowed my breath.


  Standing there was a genuine witch. She wore a large pointy hat that’d block off a lot of the sunlight—Probably a witch’s hat. Yet, the shirt she wore seemed almost translucent, and the basket on her bag created a breezy feeling. Despite all the black colors, it didn’t feel oppressive at all. Probably because, just like Ioka, the witch carried a smartphone in a red case. But what stood out more than the clothes was the actual model. The legs appearing from inside her skirt were incredibly long. Her short bob-cut made of messy blond hair paired with her blond eyes suggested that she might be of European origin. Her facial features seemed open and inviting, too.


  Most attractive of all was her expression. Her eyes gazed into the distance, as she stuck out her tongue to create a provocative smile. I’ve never seen a model make that kind of expression. It looked like she was fooling around, while also creating a gloomy feeling, yet anger was part of it too, as well as sadness. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from that expression. It made me imagine what exactly she was looking at. The charm she emitted made my body feel like it was shivering. Like I was dealing with a succubus. The dignity of a witch, you could call it.


  “That person is amazing. The…aura she gives off, you could say,” I explained what I had been thinking but with a lack of vocabulary.


  Immediately as I finished my sentence, I felt the air change temperature.


  “…That’s Rosy.”


  Seeing Ioka say that, Kaname-san put one hand on her forehead like I’d messed up about something.


  “Rosamond Roland Rokugou. But everyone, including her, calls her Rosy.”


  It took me a second to understand that she was talking about the model.


  “You’re frie—know each other?”


  I wanted to ask if they were friends but changed my words at the last second. Judging from her tone of voice and the mood drifting in the air, that wasn’t the case.


  “We’re part of the same agency…And we even have the same manager. So, yes. I know her. She’s tall, has long arms and legs, and can be rather…special. She’s one of the most popular models out there right now despite being in her second year of middle school.”


  “She’s in middle school?! Looking like that?!”


  In shock, I glanced over at the photo again. To me, she looked like she was in her twenties at least. Ioka was already pretty mature, but she even surpassed that.


  “She’s amazing…” I couldn’t stop myself from uttering my impression.


  “Yep! Rosy’s amazing! You’ve got great taste.”


  Both Ioka and I turned around in unison as we heard that voice. I didn’t have to guess much as to who was talking to us. She wore a completely different outfit than in the photo, and she wore a baseball cap but reversed on her head, paired with a tight tank top that emphasized her chest. Below, her belly button was on full display, and beyond her pants stretched her bare legs, with small sandals. Her thick eyebrows contrasted with her droopy eyes. It was the opposite sight of what you would expect from a model. But that’s also what created the strong presence she gave off. If she was a witch in that photo, then she’s now like a wild wolf on a hunt for its prey.


  She walked over toward us, looking down at Ioka. Even her height now was taller than mine. And it looked even more so since her head was rather small. But, this pressure she emitted didn’t come just from her height. The people just walking past us earlier now stopped and started whispering amongst themselves. Rosy always drew attention. From afar was one thing, but when you were as close to her as I was, the presence she gave off was dazzling.


  Ioka and Rosy—The King of Lizards and the Boss of the Wolves. Two existence clashing, unmixable like oil and water. Of course, there’s only one thing that could happen.


  “Been wondering why Rosy hasn’t seen you lately, but this is where you were? What have you been up to, Ioka?”


  “What does it matter to you? I have my own life.”


  “Ah, right. You came here to witness yourself losing against Rosy, right?”


  “Then please tell me when exactly I lost against you.”


  “Duh? Rosy’s panel is bigger than yours.”


  “And I have more photos in the lookbook.”


  “Of course. It’s what you call mass production, right?”


  “Who is mass-produced?! Strength in numbers, I say!”


  “Say what? But you’re probably just posing exactly as you’re told! Just like a doll. Anybody could do that, and Rosy’s better, too!”


  I took a step back to protect myself from the flying sparks. I’m glad I didn’t call them friends earlier. I would have gotten dragged into this fight and had karma swing my way.


  “Hey, Kaname. Who do you think is gonna win?”


  “Why do I care? I’m happy as long as the outfits are selling.”


  “Then, you over there…Wait, who are you?”


  Rosy had looked around, capturing me in her gaze as if she’d only just now realized I was even there.


  “I’m Arihara Aruha. And, um…”


  Treated like an extra, I only reluctantly told her my name. That said, I didn’t exactly know how to introduce myself.


  “Oh, is he your boyfriend or something?”


  “No,” Ioka responded in my stead. “Ah, well, he’s just a friend…But I think he has feelings for me?”


  “Can you not use me as a tool to brag?” I complained with a quiet voice, but that was all I could do.


  Met with that answer, Rosy let out a condescending snort.


  “Say what? Well, Rosy doesn’t need any followers, so whatever.”


  “Walking around town with your friends is a normal thing, no? Oh, I’m sorry. You don’t have any friends, so you wouldn’t know. Though with your nasty personality, I am not surprised.”


  “Excuse you? You’re the nasty one. Rosy is not sucking up to anybody and everybody I meet.”


  “Don’t mistake freedom for selfishness. Each time you cause issues on social media, the agency’s name suffers.”


  “What’s it matter? Rosy just says what she wants. And don’t you feel pathetic trying to please everybody? That’s gotta stress you out. You’ll blow up eventually. Poof, and gone.”


  “Wh-Who is going to explode?!”


  “Hey, Mr. Boyfriend, who do you think’s gonna win?”


  “Wha…?”


  Rosy suddenly averted her gaze from Ioka and looked directly at me.


  “Between Ioka and Rosy, who’s gonna stand on top?”


  I had watched over this heated discussion from a safe distance, only to suddenly get dragged right into it.


  “Um…”


  I really hate that sort of question. You couldn’t possibly compare it—That answer would have been the obvious one. But, when she asked me, I couldn’t help but stop myself from comparing them. And who I thought was more amazing. That said, I kept my own thoughts locked away, glaring back at Rosy without saying a word.


  “Hmm.”


  She didn’t hesitate to stare me directly into my eyes. Her irises shone with a ferocious glimmer.


  “Well, whatever. Rosy’s gonna take the First Look anyway. You won’t have it, Ioka.”


  “Fine by me. I’ll be the one to take it home.”


  “Huh? Some boring dress-up doll like you could never win against me.”


  “I’m not…a doll…!”


  Suddenly, Ioka seemed to be faltering, and I realized. Her breathing was growing unstable. It looked like she had lost her calm. Was it just because of this fierce argument? It’d be a lot better that way. I mean, at least compared to the other possibility. I looked around but didn’t spot any shadow in its shape. That said, I couldn’t rest easy just yet. Ioka’s shoulders were beginning to quiver. This couldn’t be worse. As Rosy and Ioka were arguing, they naturally attracted more attention. A lot of them even stopped in their tracks. Understandably so, if you’d see the girl on the cover of the lookbook and the one on the huge panel glaring at each other.


  “Is it getting hotter in here…?” Kaname-san uttered.


  Yeah, she’s right. It seems to be heating up in here. I looked around, spotting a large number of people, as well as clothes. If those blames were to break out here, we’d be dealing with a calamity. I was about to call out to Ioka, turning her way, when I saw it. On her shoulder sat a black lizard. Almost like it had been waiting to be seen by me. This is bad. We have to get out of here. In a panic, I took Ioka’s hand.


  “What is it?!” She turned around in anger.


  Even so, I didn’t let go of her hand. I could already feel the piercing heat from her skin alone. I put more strength in the grip on her hand. She looked me in the eyes, and I shook my hand. Responding to that, her eyes shot wide open.


  “Kaname-san.”


  “Hm? Me?”


  “It’d be better if we continued this somewhere else, right?”


  “Guess so, yeah. Giving the store attention is fine and all, but I don’t wanna scare off customers.”


  She didn’t seem all that concerned, but I just needed her agreement on this…I needed an excuse to get out of here.


  “So she says. Let’s go, Ioka.”


  She tried to say something, but quickly closed her mouth to grit her teeth and nod in silence. Rosy saw us like that and naturally used it to provoke us.


  “Waaah! You’re running away while holding hands with Mr. Boyfriend? That’s so lame! You really can’t do anything on your own!”


  I didn’t respond to her laughter and just pulled Ioka after me as we ran away. We used the electronic stairs to head down and out of the store. Down the wide stairs into the underground street, we found a bench, where I had Ioka sit down for the time being.


  “Ugh…”


  Her body bent forward as she groaned. She seemed to be trying her hardest to control something.


  “Open your mouth! I have chocolate!”


  I handed her a piece of chocolate I carried with me. She accepted this with a quivering hand and carried it to her mouth, swallowing it down. I placed one hand on her back, observing her reaction.


  “This is bad. The heat isn’t going down.”


  It showed no signs of calming down. Sai-san was right, it’s progressing. I’m afraid the fire is going to break out any second. I looked around me, spotting a lot of people walking around us. Granted, nobody seemed to be paying any attention to us, but if the flames break out, they will see it. I have to avoid that at all costs. Isn’t there something? Anything I can do? Something to have her calm down?


  “J-Just wait a second!”


  I left her there and started running.


  * * *


  “H-Huh? Where did she go?!”


  Once I got back to where I left her, she had vanished.


  “Why…?!” I briefly looked around and finally spotted her.


  She was staggering left and right, trying to go somewhere.


  “What’s gotten into you?! I told you to wait for me, right?”


  “I…didn’t think I should stay there…”


  “You’re not wrong, but let’s just go back, okay?” I pushed her back to the bench where I left her.


  Once she’d sat down, she slumped over a bit, her shoulders moving up and down like she was in pain.


  “Here! Eat this!”


  I kneeled down and offered her the blue-greenish-colored object I’d just bought. On the pink wrapping were the alphabetical numbers BR, paired with a repeated 31 as a logo. Mint tablets didn’t work, and the chocolate was not enough, either. If so, I’m going with both—something cold and sweet that can be eaten right away. In other words…mint chocolate ice cream!


  “Why…”


  “Just eat it!”


  She stared at the ice cream I pushed her way. Eventually, she snatched it from me and began eating. Her body temperature was still hot. As the ice began to melt in her hand, she gulped it down. Since I bought two shares, I handed her the other one, which she also devoured.
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  “Lay down.”


  “Ugh…”


  I supported her as she laid down on the bench and took her sticky hand. From then on, I continued to watch over her. Turning on the timer on my wristwatch, I observed her chest moving up and down in pain. 1, 2, 3, 4—Her breathing began to turn more rhythmical, the more time passed. At the same time, I could feel her hand beginning to cool down. Once the timer said that 10 minutes had passed, Ioka slowly raised her body again.


  “Thank god…”


  Yet, she didn’t respond to my sigh of relief and instead embraced her knees as she sat on the bench.


  “Urk…”


  Hearing that groan, I panicked, thinking that maybe the devil’s power had risen. However, what followed was the sound of her nose sniffing and faint whimpering. I didn’t understand why she was crying. I could think of a few reasons why she would break out in tears, but I struggled to find the right words to cheer her up. That is why until she calmed down, I decided to just sit next to her, not saying a word.


  * * *


  “I’m sorry you had to see such a pathetic side of me,” she said with a hoarse voice, her eyes bright red.


  She cleaned her sticky hand and face with a wet tissue she kept on her. After she calmed down a bit, she said she’d be going to the restroom for a moment. I only understood after she came back in a perfect state that she used this time to fix her makeup, hair, and personal feelings. We managed to avoid the worst-case scenario, but while we can’t exactly go back to NarraTale, I also can’t let her go home all by herself. So after we walked around to look for an empty place, we found an observation room at a nearby building.


  We spent a few awkward moments on the elevator up until we reached the 25th floor, covered by glass on all sides so that we could check out the town of Sakamaki. Amongst the grayish, rectangular houses, you’d sometimes see colorful billboards. The parks and trees along the streets stood in a strong green, and although there should have been plenty of nature to show off, it felt foreign. In the distance, I spotted the pier, which connected to the ocean. What a barebones view this was. What exactly did the person who built this observation see anyway? I mean, we may be living in this town, but not to excite other people’s days. I’d love for the view to be something praiseworthy, but I doubt that’ll work out. That said, no matter how it looks, there are people living here—Just like the girl next to me.


  “Good thing everything worked out.”


  I felt the urge to say something to Ioka since she’d been quiet this whole time, so I went with what first came to my mind.


  “Though…I should have been more prepared, I think.”


  I knew that the flames might show up. But, I didn’t even understand what they meant. If I hadn’t found that ice cream on the way…or if it hadn’t worked, how would the situation have ended? It gave me shivers. I looked over at her. She had her head hanging low, her lips tightly shut.


  “Hey, Ioka. Look over there, it’s the school,” I pointed in a direction.


  She raised her gaze, glancing in the direction. Confirming this, I continued.


  “I wonder, could I have seen you from here? That night at the school, I mean.”


  Even now, she didn’t say a word. I thought about it for a moment and then asked her.


  “What were you doing that day?”


  Ioka glanced over at me, lowered her gaze once more, and then responded.


  “…I was practicing my walking.”


  “Walking?”


  “Yes. To ensure I’d walk properly on the catwalk. I don’t have that much space at home, and I can’t focus if people are looking. Not to mention…”


  “If flames started to show up, you wouldn’t cause any damage, right?”


  She slowly nodded. I was reminded of the sight back then. The rooftop was spacious, but nothing was around her. The floor was made of concrete, too. It was perfect for her to not have to worry about the fire spreading.


  “But, do you really have to protect all that much? Wouldn’t it have been far more dangerous if you’d gotten caught?”


  Ioka looked away and let out a faint breath, then moved next to me.


  “I’d like to…attend a fashion show.”


  “Um…You mean the one where they wear those expensive outfits and walk down the stage?” I had to return the question.


  However, she didn’t give me a response and instead continued.


  “A model’s lifespan is incredibly short. We’re already 17, right?”


  “Already…?”


  “It’s an age at which you’d see first-rate models walking down the catwalk, yes. Of course, photos and all are important, too, but you have to at least appear in a show at least once in your career. And yet, I haven’t…” She grit her teeth out of utter frustration. “I’m too late. I have to get it back while I can.”


  “Is it something you can participate in if you really want to?”


  She glanced at my face and continued, looking like she’d calmed down a bit.


  “During the next fall-winter season, NarraTale is appearing at the Total Girls Collection fashion show for the first time. I might be able to earn my spot there. Not only that, but they’ll be the first ones on the catwalk. It’s the so-called First Look.”


  “Ah, the brand from earlier. So that’s…pretty amazing, right?”


  “It’s only been the documents so far. From now on, I have to go through their selection…and if the agency didn’t push me so much, I guess that would have been impossible, too.”


  Hearing that, it clicked in my mind.


  “And that’s why you were practicing, huh?”


  “I have to get the First Look this time, no matter what.”


  Something felt off about the way she phrased things. Of course, this was a big chance for her, but there was something else pushing her along.


  “Why?”


  “The chief designer from NarraTale, Tezuka Teruta-san, is a genius. It crosses common sense, really. Normally, you choose the models that fit the collection the most—But this time, the model that gets the First Look will act as the image for the fall-winter collection.”


  “So that means…”


  “If I were to be chosen as the First Look, all the clothes for the fall-winter season would be made matching my image.”


  I remembered the catalog and all the outfits shown in there.


  “Oh yeah, you gotta win that.”


  As the word “First Look” appeared, I was reminded of something. And she must have guessed what I was thinking because she cut ahead of me.


  “Rosy will also participate in the same audition. If I make it to the final round…”


  “…You’ll face off against Rosy, huh?”


  “Yes. That is why I have to win no matter what,” she said with a muffled voice.


  I wondered what had happened so I looked over her way, only to find her covering her face with both her hands. I panicked.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?”


  “And yet…how long do I have to put up with this?”


  She didn’t wait for my answer.


  “Being told whatever she pleases, not allowing me to fight back, forced to run away…My head is a mess…If not for that, I wouldn’t lose. I’m always afraid, unable to go anywhere because I’m afraid I might burn the place down. I can’t even practice my walking. And if I were to let out those flames during the audition…What even are devils? Why do I have to go through this?”


  Oh, right…She’s got a dream she wants to accomplish. Something she wants to obtain. But to me, it was all too dazzling.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  “Can you not say such irresponsible nonsense?”


  “I’m not trying to be irresponsible.”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean, I’m your exorcist, remember?”


  All I can do to help her…is to get rid of that devil, after all. She was about to open her mouth to say something, but no words came out, so she closed it again. She averted her eyes and looked down, as her lips bent. Following that, she directed her gaze outside the window—At the clear blue sky.


  “What great weather we’re having.”


  For but a moment, I heard a faint sniffle. I understood why she did all that, but I didn’t say a word. Sometimes, even a tyrannosaurus wants to look up at the sky. And I personally felt like I’d understood her a bit more. She was born into this world that forced her to stay strong, and she wishes to continue on with her stride. But, no matter how tough you play, you can’t always keep up the facade.


  “There should still be something. Even if your wish is related to the show, there’s no guarantee that the flames are related to that…And so, I need to learn more about you. Because then, I might be able to find a hint.”


  “…Okay. Then, let’s meet at Sakamaki River at 5 a.m. tomorrow.”


  “Got it,” I nodded.


  With that, we left the observation room. Down the elevator that descended so fast, I thought we were falling. Once we stepped outside the entrance, she called out to me.


  “Um, can I ask you one thing?”


  “Sure,” I turned around while asking.


  “I’d like you to be honest with me.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Between me and Rosy, which photo did you like more?”


  At that moment, Roy’s captivating photo popped up in my head—even though I didn’t want it to. Ioka’s eyes, as she stared at me, were like a mirror. No, in this case, I guess I’m the mirror. Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the most beautiful of them all—


  “…I liked yours more, Ioka.”


  “Is…that so.”


  I didn’t know how she felt about my response. But at the very least, she wasn’t angry. She didn’t cry. There were no flames coming out, either. And so, we went on our way home. Once we went our separate ways, I realized how exhausted I’d been. I don’t think I can do anything today. I’m just gonna take a bath, watch some stuff on my smartphone, and then head off to bed. We’ve got school tomorrow, after all…Wait, when did she say we’d meet up? At that moment, I realized something horrific. Isn’t that…a bit much? I mean, what are we going to do at the river…at 5 am in the morning on a weekday?


  Chapter 4 - Vomiting by the River


  “Hey, Aruha…Are you really okay?”


  “No. No, I’m not. I’m dead. Like a fish on land.”


  The following morning, I sat in my classroom…or rather, laid on my desk like a corpse. Just pushing up my body was too much, and I honestly couldn’t be bothered about class, either. I’m confident that any information that the teacher’s gonna tell me will just go in one ear and out the other.


  “Wanna head over to the infirmary?”


  “Nah, I’m not really sick or anything, so I’d feel bad for skipping out like that.”


  “You say that, but you definitely don’t look healthy in my eyes…” Miu sent me a worried gaze.


  Ahhh, what a good person she is. That said, if I really went to the infirmary now, Sai-san wouldn’t even be there, and if I closed my eyes in that comfy bed, I would probably sleep until classes were over. And that just sounded like I’d be skipping class altogether.


  “Also, what even happened after Ioka-chan took you with her? It’s been just a few days since then and you end up like…you know, this.” Miu made a valid point as she raised one eyebrow.


  “Let’s just say…a lot.”


  “Does that include sex, drugs, and rock and roll?”


  “The public safety of your imagination should go back to school.”


  “But something happened between the two of you, right?”


  “Well, you could say that…”


  I feel bad for Miu since she’s genuinely worried about me, but there’s no way I could actually tell her about what’s going on. I mean, Ioka is possessed by a devil, and I’m her acting exorcist. Then again, I did make her worry, so I guess I could explain anything that isn’t completely outrageous. This all began roughly three hours ago—


  * * *


  “Aruha-kun, you said that you’d exorcise the devil possessing me, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s my intention.”


  “And for that, you said that information is necessary.”


  “That is also true.”


  “If so, then you should probably be around me during my daily life as much as possible.”


  “I second that.”


  “And if there are any signs of the flames breaking out, you can help me immediately.”


  “Makes sense to me.”


  “Then let us be off! Aruha-kun, today we’re starting with 10 km!”


  “That does not mean I should have to run a dang marathon at 5 a.m. on a weekday!”


  I rubbed my eyes as I arrived at the destination we agreed to meet up, only to be greeted by Ioka wearing sportswear. Lit by the faint morning light, her bare arms and legs were blinding for my sleepy eyes. She wore a neon-colored tank top with short pants that shone even brighter this early. Doing a few jumps or stretches was also something. If you told me she was a marathon runner, I’d believe it.


  “It’s okay. I prepared enough oral rehydration solutions for you, too. The sports drinks sold on the market are rather high in calories, after all.”


  “I’m not worried about my water intake…”


  “The flames should be fine, too. We won’t be around people, nor will there be anything inflammable on the way. And if push comes to shove, I can just jump into the river.”


  “Your prevention methods are a bit too wild, no? Also, why would I have to be running with you, then?”


  “Because I’m telling you to run with me! Enough complaining, we’re going!” She started running without waiting for my agreement, so I was ultimately forced to go after her.


  However, I ran out of breath not long after. Understandably so, since I don’t exercise outside of school classes. This is what happens if you suddenly tell me to run. No matter how much I breathe in, the air in my lungs always runs out. My head and legs all hurt…And I’ve gotta continue this for another hour? I’m gonna retire—That’s what I thought many times, and yet I never did. All because Ioka’s profile, as she ran next to me, was far too beautiful. The glitter from the river we ran along shone as brightly as the pears of sweat on her skin. And if people get to look at something so beautiful, we can work harder even if we’ve gone beyond our limit.


  …Then again, this adamant thought process only brought me so far. Eventually, I was out of breath, my legs gave out, my head felt dizzy, my body toppled over, I began feeling sick, and then—


  “Bleeeeegh!”


  After we’d finished the 6.5km mark, I just vomited right then and there.


  “Dear, you’re helpless. It ended up a bit shorter than usual, but I think we can leave it here today.”


  “Y-Yeah, sorry…”


  I was crouching down over the thicket at the side of the road, nodding along as my head felt like it was throbbing. But, why do I even have to apologize here? The rehydration solution whatsit was a mixture of salt and sugar, which just created the most horrendous discord. Or put simply, it tasted horrible. But, it helped wash down whatever vomit was stuck in my mouth.


  “You’re clearly lacking exercise if you act like this after a bit of running.”


  The reason tears built up in my eyes probably wasn’t because I was moved by Ioka’s kindness as she rubbed my back, but more like I was physically at my limit.


  “I think you’re the weird one for running 10km every morning,” I argued back with teary eyes.


  She thought about it for a moment and then made up her mind to continue.


  “Aruha-kun…I should tell you about my secret.”


  “Wueh?”


  She moved closer to me, whispering into my ear so that nobody else could hear it.


  “The thing is…” Her hot breath tickled my ear. “I actually…gain weight extremely easily,” she confessed like it was something incredibly important to her. “Back in elementary school, I was actually rather chubby. That’s why, if I don’t run at least this much every day, I’ll…gain more weight in all sorts of places…”


  The reason her face turned red probably wasn’t because of the devil’s powers. For a moment, I had to imagine a chubby Ioka…But to be honest, she’d probably still be really cute.


  “Are you thinking about something weird by any chance?”


  “N-No, not at all.”


  “Respecting plus-sized people or promoting body positivity is a wonderful thing, but…well, I really hated myself back then. I studied as much as I could like my parents told me, not doing anything fun for myself, so all the stress made me eat and eat and eat…Well, I do like eating, but if I’m not careful, I might end up like how I was back then. And so…” She played with her long hair and mumbled to herself, reminding me of a small animal.


  “I guess even a tyrannosaurus isn’t a tyrannosaurus from birth.”


  “Who’s a tyrannosaurus, huh? I’m gonna bite you, starting from the head.”


  “I’m not very delicious, you know?”


  “Geez! I went to tell you, since…well, you wanted to know more about me. Because it’s important to exorcise the demon!”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was really just surprised, but I didn’t mean to tease you about it.”


  I apologized since it must have taken a lot of courage for her to tell me. On top of that, I started thinking about the devil.


  “Who knows? Maybe not wanting to be fat is part of your wish?”


  “But that is one wish I’m aware of.”


  “Maybe the calories are being burned in the shape of the fire?”


  “I would sell my soul to have that ability! In that case, please don’t exorcise the devil!”


  “I really doubt a devil diet is good for your health…”


  I just voiced it because it popped up in my mind, but there’s a lot of holes in that logic. I mean, she’s taking good care of her weight by herself without the help of the devil. Seeing me lost in thought, Ioka cleared her throat once and slapped me on the back.


  “Now then, we took a quick break, so you must have recovered, right?”


  “Ahek! No, not at all.”


  “But I said so, so end of discussion. We’re continuing with stretches.”


  “I expected as much, but…It’s gonna be muscle training, right?”


  “Something light, since I don’t want to get too buff.”


  “And running 10 km isn’t light?”


  “You only ran 6.5 km.”


  “You’re not wrong, but I hate that twisted logic!”


  After that, I joined her for some light muscle training and stretches. That said, I quickly reached my limit, as my whole body was raising screams of terror, but Ioka continued without any issues. Push-ups, planking squats, bending and stretching, and spreading her legs, all the various poses she took made it hard for me to decide where to look. She’s trying her hardest to train her body, so I shouldn’t have any wicked feelings…or so I told myself, as I frantically tried to survive this situation.


  “And with that, morning exercise is done.”


  By the time we were done, the sun had already begun to rise.


  “I’m going to go home now, take a shower, and head home. Let’s meet again at school.”


  She’s not out of breath in the slightest…Or well, at least a bit, but she definitely didn’t seem too tired.


  “So, you know…Are you really doing this every day?”


  “Of course. I sadly had to quit my judo training.”


  “I’m shocked you can just keep doing this.”


  Ioka put pressure on her lips, forming a fist.


  “My body exists to win. From one strain of hair to a single cell. And it’s all necessary so that I can achieve the results I want.”


  The rising sun illuminated the river. Facing off against this, her appearance shone as bright. Honestly, I found myself surprised. I thought that all the beautiful things in this world had been alluring from the moment they were brought into it. That the strong are strong, and those shining were born with radiance. But, Ioka is different. She wasn’t born strong. She carried this wish for her for years, working harder than anybody else, so that she can change into who she wants to be. Like genes that aim for the optimal outcome through death, or like shooting stars that burn up all by themselves…The confidence and pride she shows is what makes her someone strong.


  Ioka wasn’t born with it. She obtained it all by herself. Chasing after your dream is easier said than done. Anybody can pretend they’ll do that. Wanting to become popular, participating in a fashion show…Anybody could say that. But she’s chasing after her dream…and running even now. I don’t know if she has the talent or chance to win that First Look…And although I don’t, I’m watching her right now. She has her goal, puts in the effort, and is even fighting off that devil while she’s at it…and nobody can deny that.


  Yet, I have nothing. Something I love doing, a dream or hope to chase after…Nothing. But that’s also why, if Ioka wants to move forward…I want to be the strength to support her. Compared to a dream, it might be something small and benign…but even so. And as she ran off into the distance, I had to narrow my eyes at how dazzling of a sight it all was.


  * * *


  “And that’s what happened. So, no sex, no drugs, and no rock and roll. In fact, we’ve been doing nothing but healthy stuff.”


  I explained the rough outline to Miu, but her eyes just shot wide open.


  “Aruha…That story doesn’t make much sense.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean…Why are you out jogging with Ioka-chan first thing in the morning?”


  Oh. That does make sense. I guess I’m still exhausted. From my POV, I got wrapped into that extreme training against my will, but from an outsider’s perspective, it probably won’t make much sense why I’m willing to keep up with her to the point I’d throw up.


  “I’m gonna cut to the case…You two are dating, right?”


  “Of course we’re not.”


  “But Noel and Liam rose from the working class to the top of the charts too, right?”


  “Can you not use random words and vocabulary while assuming I understand it all?”


  “I’m saying that you can never guess what’s gonna happen in this world!”


  “You shouldn’t talk about superficial stuff like that all the time.”


  “But that’s not what I wanna know.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “You’re hiding something, aren’t you?”


  “Ack.”


  Well, I admit that I’m not a good liar. I can’t give her the details, but I would feel bad if I kept making her worry about me. I’m just gonna come clean within the limits of what I can possibly tell her.


  “Well…Sai-san asked me to look after Ioka. It’s a private thing, though, so I can’t go into detail. Sorry.”


  “So Sai-chansensei is the common denominator? Yeah, she’s on break right now, so that would make sense.”


  I guess she drew a connection to Sai-san and her being on leave. She does know that she’s my older sister’s friend, too, and she would have no way of knowing about the devil research she’s doing. That said, hearing Sai-san being called ‘Sai-chansensei’ by her students does feel a bit odd. Nobody knows about her pushing Ioka’s exorcism onto me, enjoying sushi at the airport to then be off overseas.


  “Anyway, whatever you’re thinking is the case, isn’t the case.”


  “Well, if you say so…” she mumbled, not seeming completely convinced, but I didn’t have the energy to keep arguing with her.


  I just leaned against my desk some more, when the door opened with a loud rattling sound. I reluctantly raised my head and met with Ioka standing in front of me, confident like a king.


  “You wouldn’t respond to my messages so I came over here to see you.”


  “Huh? Oh, sorry…”


  I didn’t exactly have the time or energy to check my smartphone, so I guess I must have missed her message. But, is it really something so urgent that she had to come rushing over?


  “After school, I’ll check out some clothes, go to a bookstore, and stop by the library.”


  “…Huh? What did you just say?”


  “I always have to be up to date with how things are over there, and just looking at the history and reviews on the internet isn’t enough to tell me everything.”


  “No I get that, but…”


  “I’m saying we’re going together.”


  “No way, you can go by yourself…” I accidentally blurted out, only to realize my mistake.


  In Ioka’s eyes was a color that neither qualified as anger or sadness. I realized that she couldn’t go by herself.


  “O-Okay, I’ll come with you.”


  “You should have just said so from the start. I’ll tell you where to meet,” she exclaimed in a cold tone and gallantly walked away.


  “Hey, Aruha…Is Ioka-chan always like this?”


  Once she completely disappeared, Miu let out that comment.


  “Well, something like that…”


  “And you’re fine with that?”


  Her serious expression left me bewildered as I answered.


  “Yeah. This is something I have to do right now.”


  She crossed her arms, thought about it, and then muttered.


  “…Well, if you’re okay with that. If anything happens, you can come talk to me.”


  What a good person she is. I felt horrible that I couldn’t tell her the truth about what was really going on. Not only that, I didn’t even have the energy to respond and just raised one hand. What’s most important right now is to work with Ioka and have her wish fulfilled—or stopped. To Ioka, to me, this was what we needed the most right now.


  * * *


  But of course, luck wouldn’t obviously fall in our favor. Every single day was horrible after that. I would meet up at the river with Ioka, at 5 am. We’d run 10km, and then go to school. After school, we’d check out clothes shops here and there, read up on fashion in fashion magazines at a bookstore, go to the library, rinse and repeat. Going from expensive and luxurious boutiques to regular clothes stores that even I’d visit, Ioka’s range of knowledge and interest knew no limits, as we showed up in all sorts of places. She’d have the employee tell her all about the outfits, and even when she found a coat for 300k yen, she’d try it on. Yet, not a single employee seemed bothered by this. On the contrary, they were more than happy to help.


  At the bookstore, she would read literally all fashion magazines released on that day. She also seems to be buying a good amount of magazines, but she said that there was a reason to look at the shelves directly. She didn’t mind the age range, be it for boys or girls, as she read through everything she could find, and then told me about her findings with rapid-fire talk that I could barely keep up. Honestly, not much of what she said even made sense, but it was mostly just her talking to herself with me commenting here and there. And she seemed happy and fulfilled, so you won’t see me complaining.


  At the library, she read thick specialist books that I couldn’t ever hope to understand, taking notes, and just studying them like her life depended on it. I didn’t even know that there existed books so strictly and high-level about clothes of all things. And despite all these chaotic days, Ioka kept on without even breaking a sweat.


  “It’s important for me to show results.”


  She always loved to say that. But observing her like this, I realized that this is what it means to work hard. It was the exact opposite of my own life. She had a goal and worked toward that. Everything was to bring her one step closer to her dream. It was like she shone brightly every single day, and having watched her from up close for the past few days, I feared that my eyes would be crushed eventually. That’s why I tried to find out as much as I could about the devil.


  I had Ioka next to me, looking through a book like always, as I used the World Wide Web to find out anything about the devils. The books were too difficult and gave me headaches, and just because you’re looking up “devil” you get results completely unrelated. Thinking back on it, I should have anticipated that I wouldn’t find any worthwhile information. From the bottom of my heart, I had no motivation.


  There was a mountain of stuff I wanted to ask Sai-san, but she never responded to my attempts to contact her. I even went to Jouhoku University, but I had no idea where to find this devil seminar place, so I had to head back home empty-handed. Adding to that, I wrote down all sorts of possible wishes from Ioka. From something noble to something anybody had, I made a list of her every wish. This went on for several pages, and I soon finished one notebook. I would continue working late into the night, sometimes even sleeping at the desk. I was thinking about Ioka and her devil pretty much 24/7. I’ve never experienced being this serious about something. I never had a dream, a goal, or anything I wanted to do.


  But now, things are different. Exorcising this devil was what I should do, and a wish I wanted to grant myself. If Ioka was changing every day to something better, then I probably have to go through a level of change myself. And then, one night…when I had reached a dead-end, I was out on a walk. The cool summer night air helped me freshen up and clear my thoughts. Then, I realized something. I was thinking about Ioka’s wish…But maybe I should have thought about the conditions that were present when the flames appeared. I took out my smartphone and made some notes.


  First, it happened on the rooftop. Then, the empty classroom when she threw me on the ground. And during her argument with Rosy. I don’t know about any instances before that…But what could the common denominator be? And why haven’t the flames shown up during all the other times? Maybe she’s getting closer to her wish and the devil’s power is weakening? Could she naturally accomplish her wish and the devil then disappears without us knowing? But then, my phone screen changed and Ioka’s name popped up.


  “Wah!”


  I raised a weird voice, which earned me awkward stares from the people walking past me. I controlled my breathing and accepted the call.


  “What’s wrong, Ioka?”


  “I made it through the third selection.”


  “So that means…”


  I swallowed my breath.


  “Yes. Next up is the final audition.”


  So it’s finally come this far. Up to this point, even if the flames appeared, I managed to drag her to an isolated place and deal with it. However, that won’t do during the auditions. She’s locked in a public space, so if the flames broke out, there was nothing I could do.


  “You’re going, right?”


  Just to make sure, I asked. But the answer that came back was exactly what I expected.


  “Of course.”


  “And what’s your course of action?”


  “Are you being serious right now?”


  “I’m worried. The devil is still slumbering inside of you.”


  “And that’s why…”


  “That’s why…what?”


  “You’ll be coming with me, Aruha-kun.”


  “…Huh?”


  “What did you expect? Do you remember who you are to me?”


  I stopped in my tracks. I accidentally bumped into the person behind me, who showed me a disgruntled expression and walked away. I just bowed and apologized with a gesture alone, putting the phone against my ear again.


  “No way! I’m not even related to your whole model business!”


  “So we’ll just sneak you in.”


  “I’m an exorcist, not a ninja.”


  “If I have a spy on the inside, it’s not an unbeatable mission.”


  “Don’t try to copy a B-movie’s script.”


  So I argued back, but deep inside, I did feel the responsibility. I had known that, if she made it through the selection, she’ll have to participate in the final audition. Just as she’s shown results as a model, I should have found something to help her with as an exorcist. Fulfill her wish, exorcise the devil, and bring results. Yet, it’s because of my incompetence that we’re dealing with this situation now.


  “…Okay. I’ll be there. And if the flames show up…I have to handle them, right?”


  “Quite right, yes.”


  “I’d love a better hint than that…”


  “I’ve got an idea on how to get you inside, so I’ll tell you the details another time,” she said and suddenly hung up.


  She always goes at her own pace, huh? But, what am I supposed to do now? I still can’t estimate when the flames will appear, and even if they did, how could I erase them again? Yet, I have to protect her in a place where outsiders aren’t allowed, and nobody is allowed to see it. But even despite that, I—as an exorcist—have to do it.


  Chapter 5 - Special To You


  The morning of the audition arrived, and I was called to an odd space with a narrow hallway with multiple doors on both sides. I think this is the backstage for storage. I didn’t even know a place like this existed, but according to Ioka, this is where they change into their dresses. In this place where I’d get lost just looking around, she walked ahead with a confident stride, opened a door with a key, and entered inside. The inside was packed with a large number of clothes hangers and cases full of outfits, so we were forced to slip past the obstacles to get deeper inside.


  “Listen. We’re doing this exactly as we previously practiced with the script. There will be a large number of people present at the venue. But since only people directly involved with the audition know of it, nobody knows everybody here. Even if an outsider like you were to sneak in, nobody could call you out on it.”


  “I can already see the holes in that plan…”


  “However, that is only the case once you actually make it inside. Leaving me aside, you first have to make it past the reception.”


  “I don’t think an average high school student and outsider like me could manage that.”


  “You definitely can…If you use this!” she said and revealed her secret item for the day—A regular suit.


  “Are you telling me to change into that?! Right now?!”


  “It’s fine. I often change here.”


  “That is not the issue…”


  “If you’re unfamiliar with anything, I’ll gladly help you out.”


  “That is also not the problem.”


  I was wondering why I had to change into a suit with a girl my age in the same room staring at me, but I guess a model like her didn’t understand the nuance. I just gave up and began changing into the suit. I took off my shirt, as well as my T-shirt, finally moving on to my pants after a moment’s hesitation. Meanwhile, Ioka was still close enough that we could basically embrace each other at any moment. Eventually, I was just wearing my underwear. I’m not going to lie, this was extremely embarrassing. I just hoped that she wouldn’t get wind of how fast my heart was racing.


  “Hmmm…”


  Ioka crossed her arms and took half a step away from me, closely inspecting my body.


  “Wh-What?”


  “This is quite infuriating.”


  “What is?!”


  “You don’t even exercise much, and yet you’re rather muscular.”


  She suddenly touched my stomach with her nail, running her finger along my skin to look for my muscles. I desperately kept any licentious sounds within my throat, until I eventually reached my limit.


  “Y-You know that this constitutes sexual harassment, right?”


  “That’s fine. I’m trying to get payback because you annoyed me.”


  “Ugh…”


  “But I wouldn’t want to pleasure you any more than this, so I can leave it at that.”


  Looking at my expression, she seemed satisfied and pulled her hand away.


  “Now, put this on.”


  She then handed me a shirt. From then on, socks, slacks, a belt, and everything else I needed to put on.


  “I’ll help you with the necktie,” she said and reached for the necktie dangling around my neck.


  Yet again, we were close enough to hug each other, so I staggered backward.


  “I…I can do it myself!”


  However, she raised one eyebrow.


  “Say what?”


  “I do it for my uniform, so it’s fine.”


  “Then let me ask you. You’re wearing a British suit, and the collar of your shirt is semi-wide. You have a necktie this thick, and the fabric is like this. What’s the best way to tie it?”


  “Ugh…I thought there’s only one way to tie a necktie…?”


  “The correct answer is a semi-Windsor knot. I’m a pro, remember? Just be quiet and let me tie it for you.”


  “Okay…”


  I couldn’t argue back and stand still as she did her thing. But while she tied my necktie, I really struggled to keep my cool. Eventually, she raised her head, made me put on my jacket, and then tapped me on the chest.
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  “Yup. It’s perfect, Aruha-kun!”


  I wore a dark gray suit that felt pretty good on my skin, telling me that the fabric used was of high quality. The purple necktie properly tied around my neck made me look like I could do a proper job…except it was all Ioka’s work and I was still little old me.


  “You look just like my manager now,” she said something terrifying with a joking tone.


  “No way! Your real manager is coming too, right?!”


  “Of course.”


  “So wouldn’t I get found out once he shows up?”


  “No, not at all.”


  “I don’t buy that for one second!”


  “Didn’t I tell you? The participants don’t know each other’s faces. Even my own manager would just assume you’re somebody from a different agency.”


  “Can’t you convince your manager that I’m here to study and observe instead?”


  “Not at all. If he were to find out who you are, we would be in trouble.”


  Those words sent a shiver down my spine. What kind of person is he, even?


  “Also, where did you even get this suit from? It’s for men, right?” I asked, to which Ioka suddenly averted her gaze.


  “Well…how do I say this…I always wanted you to wear one, so…”


  “You bought a whole suit for that reason?!”


  “I-It’s necessary research for me! It’s budget! A necessity!”


  “When…? Also, it fits me perfectly…How did you get my size?”


  “I can tell by looking.”


  “That’s just plain amazing, if true.”


  “…I just thought you’d look good in it…”


  “Huh?”


  “Well, I mean, a men’s suit is made to match their frame! And I can’t change your physique!”


  “That doesn’t mean that…”


  Glancing over at the mirror, it felt like I wasn’t even looking at myself. I think this is my first time wearing a suit like this, too. For funerals, I’d wear my school uniform, and I don’t have any relatives who’d be holding a marriage. So wearing one like this feels a bit…odd. From the shape and all, it definitely resembles our uniform, but the feeling is different. The fabric racing along my body makes it seem like I’m wearing armor. Standing next to Ioka actually makes me feel like I’m her manager. Or, that’s not quite right. I’ve become her knight.


  * * *


  From then on, we hopped on a train and headed for the venue. Considering Ioka’s popularity, I assumed she’d be taken there by a driver, but she just gave me a dumb look, saying that this only goes for a small portion. As she sat next to me, I could clearly tell how nervous she was. Her face looked stiff, as she constantly touched her hair accessory.


  “You’re always wearing that, aren’t you?”


  I tried to ease her tension by starting a conversation, to which Ioka responded with a faint smile.


  “This is the first thing I bought from NarraTale. And it’s pretty much the reason I decided to become a model…so it reminds me of my feelings at that time. It’s basically like a charm. Of course, I’ll have to remove it during the audition because I’m only allowed to wear my designated outfit.”


  Hearing that explained a lot of things. A charm like that is probably what she needed the most right now. The venue was located two train stops away from Sakamaki Station. I couldn’t even imagine what the place would look like, but the building Ioka pointed at seemed rather normal from the outside, leaving me with anticlimactic feelings.


  “We have to go to the third floor.”


  We moved up floors with the automatic stairs, until we eventually reached a large meeting room with white walls. People were busily walking around, as a distinct sense of tension ran through the air. When I think that this is part of Ioka’s daily life, I realize that we really live in different worlds. I desperately tried to not look around like a curious kid, when we reached the reception.


  “Good evening. Could I ask for your names, please,” a woman asked us with a smile.


  Her outfit, stylish but not oppressive, almost overwhelmed me, but I could keep my composure because I wore a suit of my own right now. In her hands, I could see some sort of list.


  “I’m a participant of the audition, Itou Ioka.”


  “I see. So Itou-san, and this must be your manager, correct?”


  “Yes,” I responded with a voice as deep as possible.


  “Your room is changing room B. Keep in mind that your manager can’t enter during that time.”


  “It’s fine,” I responded yet again, to which the receptionist let us through rather smoothly.


  Ioka looked my way and gave me a wink. But right as I sighed in relief, someone called out to us.


  “Ah, please wait a moment.”


  I flinched and turned back to face the reception. I could feel a cold sweat running down my back.


  “Y-Yes, what is it?”


  “We’ve started asking for business cards as certification.”


  Ioka and I looked at each other.


  “I’m sorry, I don’t have a business card yet…”


  “That’s fine. We would simply need your manager’s instead,” the receptionist showed a slightly bewildered expression.


  I only found out later that most idols have their own business cards. What should I say at a time like this, though?


  “…It appears I have just run out of them.”


  “Ah, I have one. This should do it, right?” Ioka said with a bright tone, but I knew that was acting.


  “Yes. Shimizu Shiito-san. Welcome.”


  We were now allowed to walk past the reception. After walking for a bit longer, ensuring that nobody could listen in on us, I sighed. So did Ioka, too.


  “Phew…That was a bit too close for comfort,” I said.


  “Usually, they don’t go that far. I guess they’re being a bit stricter this time.”


  “I guess it’s because this thing is pretty big?”


  “That’s one way to interpret it, yes,” she responded without looking at me.


  The way she looked around seemed restless.


  “…Nervous?”


  “Of course not. Auditions are more frequent than my three meals of the day.”


  “So a daily routine…”


  I showed a wry smile. She tried to act strong, but it was obvious.


  “It’s fine. If the flames break out, I’ll do something about it.”


  “But…I don’t know if they’ll choose me.”


  “You’ve worked so hard to get here. It’s not like you to say that.”


  “Aruha-kun…”


  “Shh!” I placed my index finger on my lips.


  Ioka panicked a bit and covered her mouth. For her to mess up like this, she must really be on edge.


  “…Ioka, you’re the audacious T-rex, remember? It’s fine, you’ll easily win.”


  “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” She crossed her arms with a disgruntled glare, pouting.


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  Hearing that, she let out a faint snicker. It feels like the tension has lifted at least a bit.


  “I swear, you absolutely suck at cheering up others…But, thank you. I feel a lot better now.”


  “That’s good…I guess?”


  “Yes, most likely. Anyway, Shimizu-san should be coming soon, so you shouldn’t stick too close to me. Let’s split up here.”


  “Yeah, sounds good.”


  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her stiff shoulders relaxed, as she looked at me and smiled.


  “I’m going.”


  “Right. Go get ‘em, tiger.”


  As she walked to the changing room, her back was tall and dignified. It brought me relief. But then…


  “Hey, you.”


  Someone tapped me on the shoulder. Turning around, there stood a tall man. He wore a suit like me, carrying a bag in his hand. His soft facial features contradicted his well-built body, and he had his hair styled fashionably. He might be another model. But, NarraTale only does ladies’ fashion, right? No wait, could he be…


  “Um, who might you be?”


  “You’re asking me? Aren’t you a funny one? I almost laughed,” the man spoke with a deep tone that betrayed his calm facial features, raising one hand.


  In between his index finger and middle finger, he held a single business card.


  “Name’s Shimizu Shiito, nice to meet’cha.”


  * * *


  “Now then, there’s a few things I’ve gotta ask you.”


  Manager Shimizu took me to a room adjacent to the big venue. Without uttering a word, he gestured for me to sit down, too. The pressure was too much, and I could only abide.


  “There’s a good reason for—”


  “Young man, I’m the one asking the questions. What’s your name?”


  “Arihara Aruha…”


  “You faked your identity to get in here. I already confirmed this at the reception. In any normal situation, I should be calling the police,” he spoke like a detective investigating the scene ahead of the cops. “You can’t deceive my eyes. Judging from your looks, you’re in high school. Probably from the same school as Ioka. I thought you might be a new type of stalker, but the circumstances tell me that Ioka herself helped you to get in here. I don’t know what your goal is, but you seem to be awfully close with Ioka…?”


  “No, not at all. This is just—”


  Shimizu-san sat down across the table. The glint in his eyes was so dazzling, I had to narrow my eyes.


  “I’m the one talking. What relationship do you and Ioka have?”


  “Huh? Well, I…I wonder, really…”


  I didn’t know what to respond with. Not because of the pressure he showed me, but simply because I genuinely didn’t know. I can’t exactly say that I’m an exorcist trying to exorcise the devil that’s possessing her…But without that, what are we even to each other? I thought I’d at least managed to convince him, but he just leaned his body forward.


  “What I want to know…is just one thing.”


  I can’t let him find out about the devil. Because he can influence Ioka’s career. If he were to learn about the flames, he might drag her away from here, and everything would be ruined. But, I suck at lying. If I say anything weird, he’ll see through me immediately. That said, the question he ultimately threw at me was beyond what I could have anticipated.


  “Is she doing okay?”


  “…Huh?”


  “Is she sleeping properly? Eating properly? She’s not getting bullied at school, right? Anything that’s on her mind? You must know her personality, right? I keep asking her, but she wouldn’t tell me a thing…”


  The more he spoke, the more his tone became one close to breaking out in tears. Meanwhile, I stared at him in disbelief, my mouth open like a fish waiting to be fed.


  “Y-You’re like his mom…”


  “Mom? Well, I’d be a lot less worried if she had a guardian living with her…”


  I tried to keep up a straight face, but on the side, I sacked my shoulders. He’s just a worrywart. And an incredibly persistent one. I finally understood what Ioka meant when she said that it would be big trouble if her manager found out about me. Although, this is definitely not the direction I thought it’d go.


  “Um, I’m sorry, but…I don’t know if I have the right to tell you about Ioka…”


  “I see…Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”


  He showed no change in expression, but he was clearly dejected about that. What an odd person. After a brief silence, he opened his mouth once more.


  “…I believe that she’s being troubled with something.”


  Right as I sighed in relief, my heart froze all over again. One touch and it would shatter.


  “You don’t happen to know anything, do you?”


  “I-I don’t, no.”


  “Yeah, so you know something.”


  “Ack…”


  “But, you can’t tell me…So it must be something personal.”


  I couldn’t answer. He’s not just a worrywart. He understands the situation in fine detail. No matter what I say, I’ll just dig myself a deeper grave. I can’t give him any information. If he were to find out about her flames, he’d put her safety over anything else. And while I know that it’s the correct thing to do, it would rob Ioka of the chance she worked hard for. Shimizu-san sighed once and then dropped his eyebrows.


  “Something’s off about Ioka lately…Say, did you see the lookbook?”


  The sudden question threw me off, but I pulled the corresponding memory from the depths of my mind.


  “You mean that catalog, right?”


  “Ioka was decided as the shining star of the lookbook, and she also should have been on the panel, too. However, it was around that time that she started showing problems during official events. As a result of that, the panel was handed over to Rosy. Didn’t need a genius to figure out she was incredibly bothered by that. I feel like she’s forcing herself about something…but she’s the type to just suck it all up.”


  That sounded interesting to me. Ioka didn’t tell me one thing about all of this. And if this corresponds with the timing the devil started possessing her…Then maybe Rosy might be related to it?


  “Oh well, I’m a bit relieved now. Knowing that she has someone like you by her side. That said, that brings up a new reason to worry…like the weekly magazines…hmmm…”


  “Y-You really keep a close watch on Ioka, I see!”


  I stopped my thoughts and tried to bend the conversation in a different direction. He gave me a somewhat surprised look, as I saw his expression softening.


  “…Being a model is a harsh job. Your looks are judged at every corner, and candidates are screened. Hard work is not always rewarded. What’s it all about is a moment’s glitter. And those who aren’t chosen get tossed aside. Nobody will take responsibility for those who failed,” Shimizu-san looked down at the ground like he was observing a cicada being carried by ants.


  “That’s why, I just want her to give it her all. So that she won’t have any regrets in her life. It’s my job to give her this possibility.”


  I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just went quiet. There was just one thing filling my mind. Ioka really was blessed with a great manager. That’s all.


  “And that’s also why I have to stay on top of the game when it comes to a model’s friendship. So, it’s time to ask you a few things. Are you good at sports? What about studying? What are your hobbies? Your favorite food? Your favorite type of girl? Where do you start washing when you take a bath?”


  “Eeeek…!”


  I raised a shriek as I felt cornered by a barrage of questions, but Shimizu-san suddenly looked up at the sky.


  “…Hm, guess we’re out of time.”


  “Huh?”


  A second later, I heard a knock on the door.


  “Come in.”


  With the response from Shimizu-san, the door opened, and the person who entered was—Ioka.


  “Shimizu-san, it will start any minute, so…Wueh?!”


  She looked at my face, then at the actual Shimizu-san, as she almost jumped in shock.


  “Ioka, you should have told me about your friend coming to observe my work today. I was a bit surprised over here.”


  “Huh? Ah, well, yes, um…” Ioka looked at me in confusion.


  I calmly nodded.


  “More importantly, are you okay, Ioka? You seem awfully tense,” Shimizu-san said with a worried gaze.


  Wearing a white T-shirt with denim pants, Ioka looked rather restless..


  “Just relax. Are you hungry? I’ve got some onigiri and sandwiches here. Also, the air seems a bit dry in here, so have some candy for your throat, too. It works wonders. Do you have enough to drink? Anything warm or cold?”


  “N-No, I’m fine!”


  In the blink of time, the table was full of food or drinks, and it made me wonder where he even took them out from. However, Ioka declined all of that.


  “All right, if you say so…What about Rosy? Is she still in the changing room?”


  “She headed off already.”


  “Sounds like her. I’ll be right there, too, so go ahead without me.”


  Ioka glanced over at me, but eventually turned around and walked away. I was once again left behind with just Shimizu-san, who packed away all his belongings in his bag. Following that, he pointed at the door with his thumb.


  “Now, we should be heading off, too.”


  “Huh? To where?”


  “What are you talking about? The venue.”


  “But…I’m an outsider.”


  I couldn’t hide my surprise. Now that I had been found out, I figured our operation ended up in failure.


  “What I’m worried about the most is if Ioka can show her full potential or not. Judging from just now, it would probably help her relax a bit more if she saw your face. Or could it be—” He cut off his words and sent me a sharp gaze. “—That she’d be better off without you around?”


  I couldn’t give him the answer to that question. But, I knew what I had to do.


  * * *


  Ten minutes later, I was brought to the audition venue by Shimizu-san. The room was colored in a snow-white color, filled with a few desks, all of them facing the center of the room. A group of people were already seated at them, checking through the paper in front of them. I stood in the back of the room next to Shimizu-san. Around us were many other people, all wearing suits. They must be managers or other people related to the audition, but I didn’t know.


  Sitting on the chairs were all the participants of the audition, counting six people. Just like Ioka, they all wore T-shirts and short pants. These clothes were extremely tight, making it clear to me how she had to go running every single morning. Even from a distance, I could tell how tense Ioka’s expression was. Her shoulders were stiff, and the hands that she kept on her knees were formed into fists. Next to her sat Rosy, her legs crossed like she was waiting for her food at a restaurant. She seemed relaxed and even checked her nails in boredom. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was faintly humming to herself.


  Despite the large number of people present in the room, it was awfully quiet. It’s like you could cut the tension with a knife, as the air felt dense. This was a place where people were getting judged and evaluated. Investigated what they eat, what they learn, what they have acquired. Placed in front of a row of professionals, questioned about their entire being…and possibly being tossed aside. I could feel the gravity of this world in which Ioka tried to survive, even directly on my own skin. If it was me, I probably would have wished for a devil to possess me. And yet, she chose to walk such a harsh and terrifying youth, all by herself. So, I’ll do anything I can. At least for her sake.


  I looked around the venue once more. Ioka and the other participants sat at the diagonal end of the room. If I had to save her, I would definitely draw attention from the judges. I don’t think they’d understand what was really at stake, but it’ll influence the audition. In fact, she might get rejected on the spot. In my bag, I carried a fire-prevention blanket in case a fire erupted. If the flames started to get hold of her again, I would put this over her and rush down the emergency exit to get her as far away as possible. I might not be able to keep the flames under control, but it would prevent a large fire from breaking out here. I ran this simulation many times in my head. So that I could react as fast as possible if it really happened. We have to make small sacrifices to succeed in the bigger picture. But I prayed that it would never come down to that. And then, shortly after, the audition began.


  “Hello everyone, I am the chief designer Tezuka Teruta.”


  The man who introduced himself didn’t stand out whatsoever. His hairstyle was something I’d wear, and there was nothing to remark about his outfit. He wore black glasses, a white shirt, and gray pants. I had imagined someone who would stand out a lot more, so I had to look a few times.


  “Narrative Tale—Or NarraTale, as you all surely know—will now create its first Total Girls Collection. As you might be aware, today is the final audition for us to decide on the model that will take up the duty of being the First Look. All of you present have made it through harsh selections up to now, so I want you to be confident,” the designer said while looking at the faces of the models. “The concept of NarraTale is to [Create your own story]. It’s less about the clothes and more about the story of the people who wear our outfits. That is my faith that I preserve as I design our outfits. So, I am excited to see what kind of stories you will show me tonight.”


  Even though his appearance was rather plain and average, his voice sounded full of color. He gave off an odd presence that controlled the venue.


  “He’s a master at his craft,” said Shimizu-san in a quiet voice.


  “It doesn’t exactly seem that way to me.”


  “He’s smiling, but his eyes aren’t, right? You can’t judge him just based on his looks. He’ll do anything it takes to express what is on his mind. If he wasn’t that sort of person, he would not have brought this brand to life in the past few years. Will Ioka be okay? And what about Rosy…”


  I felt a sharp pain in my chest. Shimizu-san is the manager of both Ioka and Rosy. He worries about one thing, he simply wants them both to get through the audition successfully. But I’m different. I want Ioka to win. Anything other than that is not good enough. And finally, the host of the audition called for the first time, which was—


  “Rosamond Roland Rokugou-san.”


  Having her name called, the girl responded like an energetic child.


  “Yes! Rosy’s starting!”


  “Then, please show us a walk.”


  Brought to the center of the stage, the girl didn’t move for a while. Right when the judges and other people were wondering what the hold-up was, she turned around on the spot. Nobody could have imagined such a thing. And with just that, all gazes were fixated on her. It’s like she was winding thread. She then stuck out her small tongue and licked her lips. From then on, she stepped forward—and I doubted my eyes. It was, truly, a fashion show. When she began walking, the world changed.


  This wasn’t a venue anymore, it was a catwalk with onlookers everywhere, and she wore a beautiful outfit. The lights shone, and music played. During the roughly ten seconds she walked, that is what I experienced. Everyone was swallowed up in this world. Nobody could even utter a word. The designer simply watched in silence. In this brief moment, Rosy was the center of the universe. When she finished her walk, a thunderous applause followed. Did it really happen, or was it my imagination still? I couldn’t tell it apart. Having watched it all, Tezuka Teruka slowly opened his mouth, dragging me out of my fantasies.


  “Rosamond Roland Rokugou-san, there is something I’d like to ask you. This audition will end with us deciding on the protagonist for the next story. You will have to carry the strength to portray this story. So, I ask you…”


  His voice contained no emotion that would allow me to filter out. I don’t even know how he felt about Rosy’s walk, and what he felt while asking the question. But that’s also why I waited in awe at what he would say next.


  “…What exactly is special about you?”


  The moment he asked that question, I saw a black shadow at the designer’s feet. I wished I’d just seen things and took a closer look. But as expected, there it was—a black lizard. While I was staring at it, the lizard slipped past the rows of people, climbing up Ioka’s toes, along her white skin, until it entered her hot pants. She tightly closed her lips, put strength into her arms, and looked like she was desperately suppressing something. A bit of sweat appeared on her face. The other models looked around. They probably caught on to the change in temperature around them.


  “That’s a redundant question. Rosy is and always will be Rosy. Nobody other than her could be the protagonist of her own life.”


  Her voice sounded so distant.


  “I see,” responded the designer with a calm voice.


  The next model was called—


  “Itou Ioka-san.”


  When her name was called, she raised her head. This is incredibly bad. I have to get her out of here right now. The audition may be ruined, but there’s nothing to do about that. I have to prevent her from burning down this place. One wrong step, and…someone might die. But even as I wanted to move, my body wouldn’t. Shimizu-san had grabbed my shoulder, keeping me in a stiff lock. Turning around, he greeted me while shaking his head. He couldn’t possibly know about the devil or the flames. He probably kept me at bay because I started moving. But his eyes made it clear that he was worried about Ioka as much as I was…


  I can’t stop her. I know how many obstacles she’s had to overcome to stand there. And to steal it all from her before she could even challenge herself…I can’t take this chance from her. Even if it would be the right thing to do. But if so, there is one method left to overcome this situation. Seeing that I had stopped moving, Shimizu-san took his hand away from me. I looked back at Ioka. She also turned slowly toward me. Her eyes were full to the brim with bewilderment and anxiety. As her eyes lost focus, I continued to stare at her—at Ioka.


  I still don’t know what your wish is. However, whatever it may be, you’ve made it here with your own strength. Don’t let the flames ruin your efforts. Don’t lose against the devil.


  “…Itou Ioka-san?”


  Since no response came from her, the host called her name once more. She breathed in once and then delivered a clear response.


  “Yes.”


  I thought that flames might burst out from her body. However, she stood up straight, focusing all attention on her. There was no more hesitation left. She just glanced at me for a moment and showed a faint smile only I could make out. And then, she started her walk—I gasped. Her stride was sharp, like a blade cutting through water. It was refined to the utmost extreme, only achievable by someone who had practiced more times than they could count. Not a single motion was wasted. It showed me the effort she had put into her work—She showed me her life that I had no way of knowing.


  All of her life was put into this moment. What she had eaten, what she had seen, the knowledge she had acquired, her utmost understanding of her own body. And more than anything, this burning passion that she had offered her whole life to. What she had acquired over her life of training now resided inside of her. From a strain of hair to a single cell in her body, it all moved to make her win. She truly was beautiful. Not just her appearance, mind you. Her whole life—her way of being. And I realized that the lizard had disappeared. There was no more sweat on her forehead.


  The effort she had continued endlessly, the determination to win no matter the cost, the confidence that she would not lose—If all of this supported her, then maybe…Ioka had even overcome the devil? With no flames showing up, she finished her walk. She went back to the beginning and stopped, which allowed me to return to my senses. The venue was still quiet. Shimizu-san didn’t say a thing and just put one hand on his mouth, as he was thinking. Rosy furrowed her eyebrows, glaring at Ioka. And finally, the designer asked the same question as he did Rosy.


  “Itou Ioka-san, let me ask you, too. What is special about you? Why are you worthy of being chosen by us?”


  Luckily, the lizard was nowhere to be seen, so I could focus on her answer.


  “I…” she said but didn’t continue.


  A freezing silence followed. Murmurs could be heard across the venue. I could feel myself put strength into my hands. If there was ever a time I would pray, it’d be now. Ioka thought about it for a moment and then let out a faint sigh. She then looked directly at the designer and gave her answer.


  “…I don’t think I’m special. I’m just a girl you could find anywhere.”


  The whole venue was listening to her words.


  “But…that’s why I want to be special. To stop being a nobody, to become that special someone. That’s why I’ve worked this hard. That is why I stand here. In that way, I’m not a protagonist, nor am I someone special. That’s what I believe…” Her voice grew weaker until the end of her sentence wasn’t audible anymore. “Though…I don’t know if this counts as an answer.”


  Yet again, silence filled the room…But for that single moment, I saw it. I saw the designer showing a faint smile. And without any confirmation, the audition came to an end. Time continued to move on, pushing us toward the result that we had yet to know.


  Chapter 6 - The Marble Pattern Shows The Night’s Depth of Water


  After the audition ended, Ioka and I headed back using the same train. The candidates after Rosy and Ioka were a mess. Not because they were necessarily bad at it, but more because they had lost their confidence after Rosy and Ioka showed their walks. With one wrong step, Ioka might have ended up the same way. Or rather, the devil could have burned up everything in return. But, that didn’t happen. It’s not that I hadn’t figured out what dream she had, but I guess that her will and determination made things happen that way.


  Even after all that worrying Shimizu-san went through, the only thing he said in the end was “Good job” and left it at that. I guess this was Shimizu-san being kind. Of course, nobody knows about the results yet. And until we boarded the train, Ioka didn’t say a word. Meanwhile, I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent. However, after I got a look at her face, I decided to speak up.


  “…You okay?”


  When I talked to her, she seemed relieved more than anything.


  “Yes. I was a bit nervous, though.”


  “I’m glad everything ended fine.”


  “Was it…fine?” She looked up at me with an anxious expression.


  “I mean, your walk was outstanding, and I think you answered the designer’s question just fine…probably.”


  “But Rosy was—”


  “Anyway, at least no flames showed up. You had me panic for a second there,” I interrupted Ioka’s words before she could finish her sentence.


  The fact that we didn’t see any flames was a true relief. Since she could get through the audition without any issues, it’s a job well done. Anything else doesn’t matter. Not at all.


  “That’s true. Midway, I thought that I wouldn’t be able to control the flames, but my body suddenly felt lighter…” Ioka put her slender hand on her jaw and started thinking.


  “The devil is granting your wish…But maybe your desire to fulfill that wish yourself is what made the demon pull back?”


  “So that means…”


  “Yeah. I still don’t know why these flames appear in the first place, but they must be connected to your dream. And if that’s the case, then exorcising it will only be a matter of time.”


  “I…guess so.”


  “Well, that’d just mean I was never even needed in the first place. I always wondered why Sai-san gave me this job. I mean, me as an exorcist?”


  “You’re not…!”


  Ioka suddenly spoke in a loud voice that made me falter. She herself seemed surprised at that, as she calmed herself down.


  “You’re not…”


  “Ioka?”


  The train shook left and right, as we changed the lane. From that on, she returned to her sentences and awkwardly changed the topic.


  “Anyway, the results will be announced next week. And judging from what we have just talked about, that very moment could be the most dangerous.”


  “Yeah, that’s true…”


  I started thinking. I’m still uncertain about her wish. If her dream were to suddenly move out of her reach again, then the devil’s power could rise.


  “That’s why, I’d like us to be together when the results get announced.”


  “Got it. That works for me.”


  I agreed but had a certain feeling about the whole situation. Maybe that…might be my final job as an exorcist.


  * * *


  That day came a lot faster than expected. To prepare for the possible worst-case scenario, we decided to meet up at the plaza next to the river. However, Ioka was a lot more restless than usual, so she kept on pacing back and forth until we ended up next to a large bridge. I leaned against the railing as I looked up at the sky. The days had started to become shorter, as it was already turning dark outside. No other people were around, either. Only the dazzling stars in the sky watched over us. The hair accessory on her head sparkled while lit up by the street lamps, creating an orange color. It was like a real star.


  “I think the call will be coming soon…” She said, unable to bear with the silence.


  The results will first be told to her manager Shimizu-san, who then contacts Ioka, which is what we are waiting for. And that’s why we came here. Ioka’s body was tense, her breathing faint and uncertain. Understandably so, because this is where it mattered. This one phone call could influence the rest of her whole life. Surprisingly enough, I was allowed to be with her during this crucial time.


  “Ah!”


  Ioka suddenly screamed, which made my body tense up.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I think the flames might come out.”


  “Huh?!”


  Panicking, I took her hand. But I just felt her cold and almost chilly skin.


  “I don’t think your temperature has gone up…”


  I looked around but didn’t see any lizard creeping about. Maybe he’s hiding in the shadows? I was about to let go of her hand again, but even as I relaxed my strength, she wouldn’t let me pull away.


  “Ioka…?”


  “Just kidding.”


  “Can you not?!”


  “But…You really are worried about me.”


  “Of course I am. I’m not gonna run away this late into the game.”


  While holding my hand, she closed her eyes and smiled.


  “If I start to burn up after hearing the results…will you join me?”


  “Don’t say scary stuff like that…” I tried to play it off as a joke, but I realized that her hand was shaking. “I’m your exorcist. If I don’t manage to exorcise the devil, I’ll carry that responsibility.”


  “Aruha-kun, I…” Ioka wanted to say something, only to be interrupted by a buzzing sound.


  It came from Ioka’s small bag. She frantically pulled her hand away and reached for her smartphone, the light from the screen making her face shine bright.


  “It’s Shimizu-san.”


  I could tell that all color had drained from her face. This must be the result of the audition.


  “It’s fine. I’m right here,” I said, and she nodded.


  She stood up and answered the call. She put her hair over her ear and got the hair out of the way, then put the smartphone against his ear.


  “Yes, Itou here. Yes…Is that true?”


  I heard Ioka’s response but had no way of knowing what they were talking about. She started talking less and less, and eventually completely went silent. I watched this with a steep stare, feeling like I was swallowing frozen ice. After a while, she ended the call and dropped the hand holding her smartphone. As she turned to me, her eyes looked unfocused, dazed even. She let out a faint weep, her eyes watery, and her hands shaking. I thought she might collapse at any moment, or that the flames were one tick from appearing. I reached out for her with my hands, ready to catch her if push came to shove.


  “I…”


  I guess she didn’t get it after all. Well, I understand. Rosy’s performance was just that overwhelming, after all.


  “Ioka, calm down. It’ll be fine, you’ll get your next chance…”


  “Aruha-kun!”


  Suddenly, her head shot up and she approached me from a distance her breath could tickle my neck. Her eyes shone as bright as the stars.


  “I did it! I got the First look!” She closed her eyes and waved her arms as she jumped into the air. “I’m the show model! NarraTale’s show model! I get the First Look!”


  She repeated herself over and over, jumping like a rabbit.


  “C-Congrats…!”


  And yet for some reason, I flubbed over my own words. I don’t know why I’m feeling this restless. Ioka won, and that’s a fact. So, shouldn’t I be happy for her? But before I could clear up my own thoughts, Ioka leaped at me.


  “Wah!”


  “It’s all thanks to you!” She clung to me as we turned around on the spot because I couldn’t beat her force.


  The star hair accessory lit up under the street lamps, drawing in the sky. We were holding hands, as we danced around like a star and its planets.


  “No, I didn’t really…”


  “It doesn’t matter! Because this result is all that’s important!”


  Twirled like a princess, I tried my best to not trip over my feet. Eventually, I started feeling genuinely happy for her. I may not have contributed much, but she did achieve what she set out to do. A part of me even got my hopes up that this took care of the devil, too. It wasn’t anything impossible for her after all. I was never needed from the very beginning. Because she accomplished her dream herself. An exorcist and a possessed—That’s our relationship. But at least for now, I wanted to celebrate with her. I moved to wrap my hands around her back, but then—came the fall. I made a mistake. A bright flash blinded my eyes. My view was full of black spots, as my thoughts struggled to keep up. Ioka also covered her eyes as she observed our surroundings.


  And then, I saw it—A black shadow. The silhouette was tall, wearing a black hoodie with its hood on, as well as a black mask on their faces so that we couldn’t see who it was. At a time worse than the devil itself, this person appeared.


  “You’re…Ioka’s stalker…?”


  “Aruha-kun!” Ioka hid behind me.


  I spread my arms to protect the girl. No doubt about it, they just took a picture of us. I started thinking. What is the possible scenario here? What do I have to do in order to protect Ioka? However, all these simulations in my head quickly were thrown out of the window.


  “That’s right! It’s your favorite stalker!”


  The voice I heard was light, and uncaring even. Not only that, but it sounded familiar, too.


  “You couldn’t be…”


  “What are you two doing, hm? Flirting around this late at night? It’s that carelessness that got you into this mess!” The black shadow said while showing us their smartphone screen.


  There, it showed Ioka and me…practically embracing each other. Caught right in the act.


  “Well, no need to hide it anymore.” The shadow put the phone away, took off their hood, and pulled down the mask. “Tada! It’s your favorite genius middle school idol Rosy-chan!”
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  That blonde hair of hers sucked in all the light around us, yet her eyes shone with a dark light.


  “Rosy! You…You were the one following me?!” Ioka screamed, but Rosy showed no bad intentions as she flicked her hands.


  “That’s right. When it’s dark outside, wearing this kind of outfit makes it really hard to see, right? Rosy was following you around while wearing this, and you never realized.”


  I could feel my teeth grinding. She definitely wasn’t lying. She was following after us this whole time.


  “Still, getting all excited because you have a stalker, huh? Come on, how confident can you be? Nobody would be interested in some mass-produced type like you.”


  “Why are you doing this?!”


  “Why? What kind of question is that?”


  In the dark of night, Rosy’s phone was the biggest light illuminating the surroundings.


  “Of course she’d get her karma. Wait, what do you say at times like these…Ah, right. Eat shit, dumbass.”


  I was boiling because of this evident nasty behavior of hers. But, I couldn’t back down from this. I had Ioka behind me.


  “Rosy always hated Ioka. You’ve got no aura. And yet, you get all the work. Even the panel was supposed to be yours. Rosy’s not happy about being handed leftovers!”


  “I…”


  I felt someone grab my clothes.


  “Rosy always hated it. You’re just a mass-type who’s good at sucking up to people, yet why is Rosy losing against you? That’s not fair. At least fight with your real skill!”


  “And that’s why you were following me around?”


  “That’s right. If you’re not playing fair, then Rosy’s gonna have the competition another way. Though Rosy didn’t think you’d give her such a perfect photo. Everyone’s gonna be so excited to see this. Rosy’s got a lot of friends on Insta, you know? Surely, they’d love to see you who you truly are,” she laughed while showing her white fangs. “And if you don’t want that to happen, then give the First Look to Rosy.”


  “Don’t you understand how crazy you sound?!”


  “But Rosy’s more talented. Yet Ioka gets chosen? Makes no sense.”


  “That’s not…”


  The words I wanted to say became heavy as lead, remaining stuck in my throat. Why…why couldn’t I argue back? Tell her that Ioka is more talented. It’s the one thing I should be telling her…So why? Rosy must have realized that I was at a loss for words, as she showed a devious grin.


  “Ahhh, see! Even Mr. Boyfriend thinks Rosy is more talented. Also, why are you so desperate, getting all friendly with a model? Trying to act like her manager? Yeah, just like those who approach people with nothing but ulterior motives. But you’ve got no taste. Might as well go out with Rosy.”


  “Who’d go out with a middle school brat like you…!”


  “Oh? Well, let’s see if you can still say the same after this.” She leaned over a bit and pulled on her hoodie right in front of her cleavage.


  It’s not like I want to see something like that, but I can’t control my gaze. And because of that, I stared right into the deep cleavage that her chest created.


  “See? Rosy’s plenty of an adult. And she knows about all the things that feel good.”


  I looked away as quickly as I could, but the sight of them was already engraved into my retinas.


  “Ah, someone’s turning red! Rosy’s better after all. They all think that,” she said and she reached for me with her incredibly long fingers, but…


  “…Don’t touch him.”


  A quiet but clear voice reached my ears. However, that quiet voice quickly turned into a scream.


  “Don’t…touch Aruha-kun!”


  When I turned around, I was greeted—by a lump of flames. She was burning in bright flames with no prior warning. That couldn’t be possible…Or, did the lizard just not inform me? No, even in this darkness, there’s no way I could have missed it. So, why?


  “You can’t, Ioka!”


  I didn’t have time to search for the devil. I had to stop her—stop the flames.


  “So hot! Wait, why is she burning?!” Rosy protected herself with her long arms and stepped backward.


  However, Ioka wouldn’t let her escape.


  “Eeek?!”


  Ioka leaped at Rosy, but I broke between them, intercepting Ioka with my body.


  “S-So hot…! Gah!”


  In that one moment, the flames grew completely out of control. The heat began to burn my clothes, as the light it emitted shone bright in the night. I was blown away by the raw power and fell to the ground.


  “Calm down!”


  Instead of responding to me, flames started spewing out of her mouth. Together with a sharp howl. This isn’t going to work, she’s not even listening anymore. I looked around me, spotting Rosy, who had sunk to the ground. At this rate, people will see us. And then some picture is going to be the last of our problems. But then, I was reminded of Ioka’s words. On the days we ran along the river, when she was chasing after her dream—If push comes to shove, I can just jump into the river.


  “Ioka, forgive me!” I hurled myself at her.


  I still remember the time when Ioka threw me into the air. Using the guardrail, I turned my body around and then threw myself into the river, while I had her in my arms. I heard the wind blowing past my ears. I tightly embraced her and made sure I would bear the brunt of the fall. The fall felt like it’d continue on forever until finally, I made contact with the surface of the water. Together with a feeling like I was punched by a cold impact, we sank into the dark water. It’s like the night had fallen upon us, consuming us. But even so, she continued to burn. The running water mixed with her flames, creating marine and orange marble. The coldness mixed with the heat, but before it could evaporate, more water followed.


  Eventually, I could see that her flames began to grow weaker. Everything around me sounded so distant. And as everything felt vague, the only thing I could experience for certain…was her sensation in my arms.


  Chapter 7 - Trash, Towel, Bed


  “Hack! Ack…!”


  “Ioka! Thank god you’re okay…”


  She woke up while coughing around the time I dragged her out of the water beneath the bridge.


  “Ah…Aruha-kun! I…I…!”


  “It’s okay. It’s all okay.”


  Surely, there would have been better words to cheer her up, but it’s all I could think of. My head felt like a mess, but I at least tried to gently rub her back as she was weeping. Once she had calmed down, I apologized.


  “Sorry about that. I just couldn’t think of anything in the heat of the moment.”


  “That’s not it. It was me who…” She embraced her own body.


  Those flames were definitely at their strongest just now. The devil made her burn up in them in the blink of an eye. Granted, there wasn’t much she could have burned on the bridge, but there was always the risk of the flame spreading, and attracting more people. Maybe it would have ended with people calling firefighters. Rosy may have been too shocked for that, but if enough people had been watching, someone would have taken a picture eventually. That’s why I chose the quickest method and jumped right into the river.


  Of course, I didn’t know how deep Sakamaki River really was, and there was a good chance we could have gotten seriously hurt if it wasn’t deep enough. That said, I was willing to take the fall and take the blame. It ended up alright in the end, but we were definitely lucky.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “I don’t…think so,” Ioka looked around and checked her body.


  “Thank god…” I sighed in relief.


  Doesn’t seem like the flames are gonna make a return any second.


  “Ah.”


  But then, she raised a voice like she realized something, running her hands through her hair.


  “What’s wrong?!”


  “My hairpin…!” Ioka said and frantically looked around herself.


  I immediately understood what she was referring to. The star-shaped hair accessory she always wore had vanished.


  “Let’s look for it!” I looked around me.


  However, since it was pitch-black, I couldn’t find anything. I went back inside the river, but the water was so dark that I couldn’t even see my own hands in the water. My body was already drenched, too, so only now I realized how cold the water was.


  “Aruha-kun, it’s fine.”


  “But it’s important to you!”


  “…It’s out of our control now. More importantly…” Ioka said and looked down at her own body.


  I did the same, only to spot something I shouldn’t be seeing. Hence, I frantically looked away again. We were both in a horrible state. Drenched to the bone, dirty from the river and the ground. Thankfully, both our phones are waterproof, so that was the only saving grace.


  “What?”


  “Well, my home is close, so…”


  “Huh…?”


  If we walked around like this, we’d definitely draw attention. Maybe we might even get reported to the police. Having her home close by was ideal.


  “But, I want you to promise me one thing.”


  “Promise…?”


  “Please don’t say anything.”


  I was confused by her choice of words, but since she stood up and started walking, I had to follow her. It would make sense if she told me to not do anything. After all, she’s inviting a boy into her home. Naturally, she’d be cautious. So, why ‘Don’t say anything’ instead? But my wet clothes stuck to my body, dulling my ability to think. On our way, the drops of water fell down my body and left me, just as my thoughts.


  * * *


  “Here we are.”


  After a rough 5-minute walk, we reached a pompous flat. The entrance resembled a dang hotel lobby, too. Ioka unlocked the front door with her key and entered inside. I know the situation may be as it seems, but I was still nervous. The reason my body was shaking was not because I was feeling cold. After all, this is the first time I’ll ever be visiting a girl’s home. Not to mention, it’s Ioka’s.


  However, we’re dealing with an emergency here. I shouldn’t think about anything unnecessary, grab a towel at the entrance, and head back home as fast as I can. She also told me not to say anything, and it’s pretty late, too. We boarded one of the two elevators, as she pressed the button to bring us to the 10th floor. The box accelerated, as I felt my own weight. Meanwhile, Ioka seemed lost in thought, just staring at the numbers at the top. Drops of water fell from her long hair at a rhythmic speed. An orange-colored 10 lit up, so we walked down the quiet floor, stopping in front of room number 1011. She put in the key and unlocked the door.


  “…Come on in.”


  “Th-Thanks for having me,” I entered, as the automatic lights lit up the hallway. “W-Wow…”


  The scenery in front of me had me gasping. As expected, it was a stylish interior worthy of a model aiming to join a fashion show—except, not really. What greeted me instead was something big and white, with the top tied together. In a way, it was something very familiar…Yep, a trash bag. And they practically filled the whole hallway leading to the living room. I was about to say something when Ioka gave me a sharp glare.


  “S-Sorry, not gonna say anything.”


  “Wait here a moment,” she said and took off her shoes.


  She walked down the hallway, as her wet feet created a wet splatter with every step. Going back and forth a few times, I watched her that whole time. After a while, she opened the door at the back of the hallway, pointing inside.


  “For now, go ahead and take a bath.”


  “Wha…” I was flabbergasted.


  “It’s fine. My bath is clean. I even wanted to take one after going back, so I set a time to keep it warm.”


  “Th-That’s not the problem here, okay?”


  “You can’t just stay drenched like that, right? I’ll take one after you.”


  “Yeah, but…Huh?”


  “Pervert. I’ll take one after you’re out, of course.”


  “Again, I wasn’t referring to—”


  “Enough! Just take off your shoes! I’ll clean the hallway later!”


  I had a lot of things to say about this, but I also didn’t have the energy to keep on arguing, so I decided to abide by her demands. I managed to peel the shoes off me and walked down the hallway with my drenched socks. She probably wanted to make sure, because she locked the door behind me after pushing me into the bath. Beyond the glass door, I was invited by a warm light. Am I really going to take a bath here? That said, I was already in the middle of taking off my shirt, wondering what to do with these drenched clothes—when the glass door swiftly opened, Ioka showing her face.


  “Wh-What?!”


  “Ah…”


  “Don’t look away now, that only makes it more embarrassing. And didn’t you already see all of them when I changed into the suit?”


  Yet, Ioka refused to look my way as she just pushed her hands inside the room.


  “But it’s different inside my house…A-Anyway, I’ll put a towel there. As for clothes, put these on. They are, well, mine.”


  “Yeah…”


  “You can put all your drenched clothes into the laundry machine. I’ll have them washed later,” she said and closed the door.


  I could hear stomping and rustling sounds across the door, making me feel restless. Because of this sudden visit, she didn’t have much time to clean. And with no other option left, I began with taking a shower. Since my hair was an absolute mess, I reluctantly borrowed some of the shampoo, washing my body with her body soap. After I was done washing myself, I moved on to the bath, letting my shoulders sink into the water paired with a deep sigh leaving my mouth.


  The devil and the flames, Ioka’s wish, Rosy and the picture, the fashion show. There were so many things I needed to wrack my brain about, but it felt like everything evaporated together with the steam rising from the water. At the very least, now I understood why Ioka wouldn’t let me come to her house. And why she was practicing her walk on the school’s rooftop. But, that’s not what I had to think about.


  It’s all about Ioka and the devil. The flames are trying to grant her wish. In other words, the appearance of the flames brings the devil closer to its goal. The devil—or rather, Ioka—showed clear hostility toward Rosy, who tried to get in her way and the path to the show. She herself doesn’t know…or doesn’t accept her wish. But, it felt like I was beginning to close in on the identity of the wish. What she really wants is—


  “Aruha-kun.”


  “Wah!”


  Ioka suddenly called out to me, pulling me out of my thoughts. Through the stained glass door, I could faintly make out her silhouette.


  “Are you okay? I haven’t heard a peep from you for a while now…”


  “Y-Yeah. I didn’t drown or anything.”


  “Really? That’s good…”


  I waited for her to leave the changing completely before getting out of the bath. I wiped my steaming body with the towel prepared for me and looked around. I was hoping to find a hairdryer around, but I didn’t exactly want to look through all her stuff, so I was just a bit more rough using the towel. My hair wasn’t exactly long, though, so it wasn’t that big of a deal. The room wear I was given was set for summer, consisting of a T-shirt and short pants. I lost my words when I saw how short those pants were, only to be more surprised when I was greeted by boxers beneath them—Women’s boxers, too. I mean…Yeah, my underwear’s wet, too, and I can’t exactly wear my dirty underwear after the bath, but this is…


  I made up my mind and wore the clothes prepared for me. I waited a moment before entering the living room but heard no sound coming from within. That said, I still knocked once. Ioka immediately showed her face and beckoned me inside with a brooding expression. She also had changed into her room wear, probably drying herself with a towel, which she still had on her head. It wasn’t exactly shocking, but we pretty much wore the same outfit. However, the T-shirt was too big for her, revealing one shoulder as it slanted to the side. Not only that, but the area down her thighs to her toes was all so bright that I had to look away.


  “Well, it might not be all too tidy, but the bed is open, so please feel free to use it.”


  She seemingly didn’t catch on to my suspicious looks, as she just said so with an apologetic tone. The living room was in the same state as the hallway, trash bags gathered everywhere. However, she freed some space in the area around the bed.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “No, nothing…”


  I wanted to say a lot of things, but I decided to swallow my comment.


  “…I’ll be taking a bath now.”


  I nodded and sat down on the bed. Still, thinking that this was where she slept every night kept me restless. I listened to the faint shower sounds as I had a look around. The inside of the room was quite a mess, with garbage everywhere you looked. The transparent bags allowed me to see all sorts of plastic inside. Must be food she bought from the convenience store. In the corner of the room, I spotted a cardboard box with blue letters written on it. If that was from all the way back when she just moved here, then that must have been standing here for over a year. I checked inside the kitchen, where the sink was stacked full of dirty dishes. However, the area around the stove seemed awfully clean, making me assume that she wasn’t cooking much. The only saving grace was that there was no rotten food or stench around.


  After waiting for a while, I felt the urge to head to the toilet. That said, I wouldn’t have felt right to ask her where it was while she was taking a bath. Stepping out onto the hallway, I opened one of the doors previously closed and checked inside…and saw it. A wall of clothes ahead of me. Only this room was completely different. Inside a transparent case, I spotted clothes neatly stored away, also filling shelves with hangers like I was looking around in a clothes store. So many shoes I had never even seen stood on the shelves, too.


  It then clicked for me. Everything in this home, she sacrificed for the sake of her clothes. It’s who she is. So in that sense, this really is Ioka’s home. If so, what could I do for her? I turned around, made up my mind, and reached for the nearest garbage bag.


  * * *


  “Sorry for the wai—Huh?”


  Ioka returned from the bath, looked around the room, and froze up.


  “I went ahead and cleaned up a bit.”


  “But, Aruha-kun, you didn’t have to…”


  “It’s fine. Most of the trash you already put in the garbage bags. And after throwing them away, I cleaned the dishes. I didn’t throw away anything that seemed important. I used the spare key at the entrance.”


  “Th-That’s not what I meant…”


  Most of the contents of the bags were plastic garbage. Luckily, the garbage dump here at the flat was open 24/7. As for the dishes, she mostly used silverware or mug cups, so nothing too hard to clean there, either. It was done a lot quicker than it looked to be.


  “Since I cleaned up without you telling me, you won’t have any complaints, right?”


  “You’re a bully, Aruha-kun,” Ioka pouted.


  Seeing that, I let out a smile.


  “Can’t you call me considerate at least?”


  “…You’re right. I’m sorry, and thanks,” she said, reluctantly bowing.


  “By the way, do you have a vacuum?”


  “Um…Probably?”


  “That bad, huh?”


  Thankfully, the vacuum she pulled out of the depths of her apartment was still usable, so I cleaned up the dust and everything that had appeared from beneath the trash bags. Through that, the apartment finally looked inhabitable again. Ioka watched me do that while biting her lip. After putting away the vacuum, I felt the exhaustion catching up to me. I let out a faint sigh and sat down on the bed.


  “I live by myself, so I understand it can be a bit of a pain.”


  “Ack…” Ioka let out a groan.


  This must have been pretty embarrassing for her because her face was beet-red. Of course, I was aware that I didn’t offer to clean just because I was a good-hearted person. Instead…


  “…Sorry about your hairpin.”


  “Were you still concerned with that?” She gave me a surprised and bewildered look as she sat down next to me on the bed.


  And then, her mouth relaxed to a smile.


  “Aruha-kun, over here,” she said and tapped her hand on the space next to her.


  I listened to her order and sat down at the designated location. She looked me directly in the eyes.


  “Please don’t make that kind of face. It’s not your fault, Aruha-kun. The flames broke out because of me. I’m a bad person. This wouldn’t have happened if the devil didn’t possess me.”


  “No, you’re wrong. It’s all because of me. If I had exorcised the devil sooner, you would still have your hairpin…And Rosy wouldn’t have gotten that picture of us.”


  I had my hand on my lap when I suddenly felt something warm that made the words stuck in my throat. Ioka had placed her hand on mine. Looking over, she had dropped her gaze, showing a hurt smile.


  “It’s fine. In fact, this might have been fate.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She narrowed her eyes and began telling me about her.


  “Originally, I lived in Akita. I was a normal girl you’d find anywhere…I think. I was never particularly confident in myself, and I tried to do everything my parents told me to. Let alone looking stylish, I never particularly cared about my looks, as I watched the world through the gaps between my bangs. My parents only ever cared about my exam results from school. So looking after my looks or caring about clothes was a waste in their eyes, and ultimately mine. Getting good grades in exams was expected of me, and if I failed, I’d get scolded. Hence, eating became my one and only way of dealing with stress. But when I got into middle school, there were so many girls wearing stylish clothes and dressing up. Everyone around me looked like they were sparkling…but I always thought it never had anything to do with me. Then, we went on a family vacation to Tokyo, where I encountered the still-small NarraTale store. I can’t really explain it too well, but…I could tell something was different about it. But even if I got to buy clothes, I wouldn’t know what to get either way, so I secretly bought a hairpin. That hairpin is the same one I wore today. I didn’t know a thing back then, and I still don’t know what kind of story the hairpin was supposed to represent. But, it looked like it was shining, and it became my treasure. The next day after we’d come home, I secretly put it into my hair after leaving home, and one of my friends even praised me. She said I was like a model. I’m sure she was just thinking to be nice, but to me, it was like the whole world had changed. That’s why I got all excited, getting my hopes up, and applied for a model audition. Even the cutest girls in my class applied. I was in the wrong place. Everyone was a shining star, whereas I was a pebble on the side of the road. In the end, I didn’t go to the audition and just went straight home. Even now, I still can’t describe what I felt back then. I was frustrated, sad, bitter, jealous, and all of those combined. However, there is one thing I was certain of back at the time—I want to win. So from then on, I worked to change myself. I changed my diet, started exercising, began judo, learned all about fashion…Pretty much what I do today. Naturally, this caused my grades to suffer. Mom and Dad were always angry at me. They called me a delinquent. Laughable, isn’t it? I never did anything bad. But, I was happy that I could change this much, and I began to like myself a lot more. I was entranced by it all. And so, one year later, I applied for the same audition. I wasn’t just a pebble anymore. I prepared my body and soul for the fight. And after passing the audition, I started working as a model. But, there’s not much to do in a rural place like that. I found out that many children had been trained to become models because of their parents’ will, pretty much from the moment they were born. I was just too late. But from that point on, my goal had been decided. If I hadn’t bought that hairpin, I don’t think I ever would have wanted to truly become someone special. And so, I decided I’d become a model for NarraTale. And until that day came, I wasn’t going to lose to anybody. When I told my parents about my dream of becoming a model, they went crazy. In order to convince them, I had to get into a high-level high school. So, after studying like my life depended on it, I managed to get into Sakamaki High. They are against my work as an idol even now, but they are at least sending me money regularly. Once I joined the agency, I worked even harder than before. Shimizu-san might be a bit of a worrywart, but he’s a kind person. And it was because of his support that I managed to appear in NarraTale’s lookbook. I thought I’d managed to achieve my dream. And once I found out about NarraTale’s Total Girls Collection…Well, you know the rest.”


  I listened to her story in silence. So many emotions began to dwell inside of me, but I had to swallow it all. I had no idea what feelings she had when she worked so hard to appear in the show. Nor did I know what value that hairpin had for her.


  “It was…something really important to you, right?”


  “It’s fine. Like I said, it was just a charm. I don’t need it anymore.”


  “But that can’t be true!”


  “It is. Because now—” She turned her body to face me, putting strength into her grip on my hand.


  However, she looked away again like she’d regained her senses and faintly opened her mouth.


  “…I have you with me, Aruha-kun.”


  I was always trying to find something I could do for her. In the end, I can’t even exorcise that devil. Not only that, I’m dragging her down. I made her trip, like the pebble I was. But at the very least…I might become her good luck charm.


  “…I’m a bit tired. We should sleep,” Ioka said, as her body fell onto the bed.


  “We…? Wait, me too?”


  She raised her head for a bit and looked at me. Her long hair scattered across the sheets.


  “We have no other choice. Your clothes are still drying, remember?”


  “…Ah.”


  “They’ll be done in the morning. And you can’t walk around while wearing these clothes.”


  “But you’ve gotta have something else for me to wear, right? Even if it’s for women—”


  “No. I’m not lending you any.”


  “Ioka, why are you—”


  “I’m asking you to stay with me…”


  She embraced her knees as she laid in her bed, pouting at me.


  “Is it so bad that I…don’t want to be alone right now?”


  That gesture, those words, it felt like they could rip my heart apart. All sorts of feelings began to rise in my body, clashing with each other.


  “It’s not, but…What am I supposed to do…”


  “Were you planning on doing something to me?”


  “Of course not! But…”


  “And you wouldn’t consider the possibility that I might do something?”


  “Wha…”


  “If push comes to shove, I think I’m stronger than you.”


  “Then I’ll just go all out and push back…”


  “So you’re going to resist?”


  “Well, um…”


  Seeing me fumble over my own words, Ioka narrowed her eyes like during a crescent moon.


  “Let’s just prepare to head to sleep. I have a new toothbrush you can use.”


  I gave up on fighting back and just followed Ioka to the bathroom. She put on some cream of sorts and began brushing her teeth. Watching her next to me through the mirror felt like I’d entered a different world. Finally, she finished preparing everything, and she went to bed.


  “So, where am I supposed to sleep?”


  “Right here, of course,” she said and tapped her hand on the space next to her.


  “I can sleep on the floor.”


  “It’s too hard, you can’t possibly sleep there. Does it look like I have a futon available?”


  I couldn’t argue back. With no sofa, I couldn’t use that, either. Since I just cleaned the room, I know all too well about that.


  “Just come here. Right now.”


  “Ugh…”


  I hesitated but still made my way over to her. My exhaustion won against my ability to reason. So, I just laid down next to her. The body was already warm because of her body temperature. And since the bed wasn’t extremely spacious, I occupied a good portion of it. Her face, with her eyes cast down, was right in front of me. She reached for the blanket with her hands, looking for the remote controlling the lights. With a faint BEEP, the lights dimmed.


  “…Okay, good night.”


  She turned around, showing me her back. We stayed like this for a while, neither of us saying a word, but…There’s no way I could sleep like this. I hesitated to even move an inch, just stay in my initial position. With each breath I took, I could smell her scent. This time felt like it could continue on forever until I heard Ioka’s voice.


  “Are you still awake?”


  “Yeah.”


  Acknowledging my response, she turned around to face me.


  “Well…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s just…”


  “I guess you’re worried about the picture, right? We’ll just have to try and convince Rosy tomorrow so that she—”


  “That’s not what I was worried about. I mean, not only that…” She seemed hesitant with her words and it took her a moment to find her determination. “Why are you still willing to stay with me, Aruha-kun?”


  I struggled to understand the meaning behind that question.


  “I mean…I couldn’t control the flames, I got us both drenched like this, and even my house is a mess…Don’t you think it’d be better to not get involved with a girl who’s possessed, like me?”


  “That’s…”


  All sorts of answers floated around in my head, as I had her hair filling my view. Everything about Ioka was in my reach as long as I stretched out my hand. I was surprised to find such desires dwelling within me. They possessed the strength to explode at any moment and felt like cracks formed all over my body. The closer I got to her, the more I wanted to stay by her side. A force I couldn’t fight made me fall deeper with her. Almost like a falling meteorite—a shooting star. But that’s also why there is only one answer I should be giving here.


  “…Because I’m your exorcist, after all.”


  “Is…that so…” She answered after a brief silence.


  I couldn’t directly look at her, so I turned around. I had already realized what her wish was. As an exorcist, I should tell her about this wish, confirming if it was correct or not. The devil is trying to grant her a wish that she isn’t even aware of. It’s a sincere, yet impossible to grant wish. Sai-san called that youth. And I think that both Ioka and I got deceived by the innocent sound of that. But the devil wouldn’t possibly fulfill a beautiful wish. It’s a nasty, unbearably, and grotesque desire deep within you. But, I couldn’t bring myself to tell Ioka. Because I didn’t want to hurt her while she was already in pain? That’s part of it, but the other reason…is all because I’m selfish.


  I know that I have to exorcise that devil eventually. But if I do…I’ll stop being an exorcist. I’ll just return to being a pebble at the side of the road. So at least for this one moment, I’d like to be here…That is what I wish for. All the feelings, desires, and wishes that I carry, I sealed them away inside my heart while tending to the cracks that showed on my body. I had been tense the whole time, but suddenly, I felt a soft sensation clinging to my back. In the heat of the moment, I almost leaped out of bed, only barely able to stop myself. Slowly turning around, I saw that Ioka had clung to me while being sound asleep. As well as the fact that she had pulled her own pillow closer to me. I wanted to complain and scream, but this was my punishment.


  That’s what I told myself, at least. I’m just going to be here. Exist here. I can’t become more than that. After all, a pebble like me, drawn in by the gravitational pull of a star, will just burn up naturally.


  * * *


  “Wah!”


  When I woke up, it took me a few good moments to even understand where I was. And when I saw Ioka right next to me, I faintly screamed. She was still asleep. Her sleeping posture was quite horrible, as her lower body had almost fallen off the bed.


  “Mhmmm…”


  She might have caught on to me being awake because she furrowed her eyebrows as she groaned slightly. Keeping that expression, she tilted her head and slowly opened her eyes.


  “Good morning, Aruha-kun…” She said, but her eyes looked like they’d close any second.


  “Someone’s sleepy.”


  “I’m fine…I slept really well…”


  “Do you have any work today?”


  “No…No I don’t think sho…”


  I’d never seen someone struggling to wake up so much that I had to laugh. Since today was Sunday, we didn’t have any school, and if she didn’t have any work, then I guess we didn’t have to wake up so early.


  “Then go sleep some more, yeah?”


  “Okay…” She responded with a fluffy response and then dropped her head again.


  I guess she’s pretty exhausted, or maybe she’s just struggling to wake up that hard…I feel like it’s the latter. And yet, she really goes running every single morning. I went to grab my clothes, which were perfectly dried. Once I put them on, I finally felt like I’d return to myself. I snuck into the kitchen to check the fridge, but as expected, there was nothing worthwhile using.


  “I should go buy something.”


  I grabbed the spare key from the front entrance and left the house. The morning sun showered me in this place I wasn’t used to, making me feel like I had turned into a completely different person. Checking the map on my phone, I saw a supermarket nearby. For now, I carried my legs over there. It wasn’t all that early, but I barely encountered anybody. Everybody else must be sleeping by now or watching TV to plan their day. My thoughts drifted off about these things when I passed by a park. There, I spotted a familiar face sitting on the swing. That presence she gave off was something I wouldn’t mistake.


  “Wait…Rosy?!”


  “Yuck, it’s Mr. Boyfriend.” She greeted me with a disgusted expression.


  “At least remember my name. It’s Arihara Aruha. But more importantly, what are you doing here…?”


  “That’s Rosy’s line. Did you stay at Ioka’s place? So you are her boyfriend after all!”


  I was wary of her, but she looked like nothing even mattered anymore.


  “Oh yeah, the photo! You better delete that right now! And don’t you dare send it to somebody!”


  “Ack…” Rosy groaned faintly and then averted her gaze. “About that. Shiito got really pissed at Rosy.”


  “Well, duh. What’d you expect?”


  Hearing that, I was relieved. I guess Shimizu-san already took care of things.


  “So, Rosy came to apologize. Said she wouldn’t be allowed back until she did,” Rosy pouted as she lowered her head.


  I doubted my eyes for a moment. I guess you could call this a way of repenting.


  “…Yeah, do that. I’ll go call Ioka.”


  “Don’t! Ioka’s not playing fair! Rosy didn’t do anything wrong!”


  Never mind, she still hasn’t changed.


  “What’s unfair about winning through sheer effort and hard work?”


  “Ahhh, yikes. You’re mad because Rosy’s badmouthing your woman, right? Unbelievable. Rosy knows what this is called. It’s favoritism, right? Nobody’s gonna take Rosy’s side. Because she’s all alone. Even though…Rosy should have been chosen.”


  Something about her crazy rambling stuck out to me.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Rosy knows why Ioka was chosen.”


  “Then out with it.”


  “Because Ioka is a doll.”


  “A…doll?”


  “It was Rosy and Ioka left at the end. But, Teruta chose Ioka. All because she’s a doll that can be found anywhere!” Rosy continued. “This happened before, too. Rosy got kicked out because she was too tall, too quirky, or because she didn’t fit in with the rest. That’s just not fair. Rosy can’t do anything about that, no matter how hard she works. What is Rosy supposed to do? What could she have done?”


  I don’t really understand the model world all too much. Maybe this was a common occurrence. Maybe it might be the way that the world works. Maybe it really is out of her control. It’s a job entirely focused on looks first and foremost. When casting actors for a movie, you tend to choose those who fit the character and the role. And I could have told her that same thing…But I understood how she felt. I couldn’t ignore it. Because I know someone who worked incredibly hard to achieve the same place as her. If the roles were reversed…if Ioka had gotten rejected for those very reasons…I don’t think I could have just brushed it off as ‘expected.’


  “Rosy’s walk is definitely better than hers. She can focus everyone’s attention on her. You saw that too, didn’t you? But Ioka…She’s just a walking mannequin!”


  I tried to argue back, but couldn’t. The reason for that was simple…It’s because deep inside me I had already accepted the fact—that Rosy was much more striking than Ioka.


  “Rosy didn’t do anything wrong. She just tried to take back what should have been hers. So why is she getting screamed at? That’s not fair! Why is this happening?! Tell Rosy!” She grabbed my shoulders and shook me left and right.


  I was starting to feel dizzy, but I still opened my mouth.


  “So what? Taking that picture, trying to spread it…It gives you no reason to hurt others!”


  “But…But…!”


  “Ioka worked harder than anybody else. I’ve seen that with my own eyes. She practiced, learned everything she could about clothes…I don’t know if everything is fair or not…But at the very least, doing something like this is wrong!”


  The way she shook me grew weaker and weaker.


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Eventually, she screamed and broke out in tears. With that, I remembered. No matter how tall she may be, how mature she may seem, and how talented of a model she was…In the end, she’s still in middle school. I didn’t say a word and just gently rubbed her back. I don’t think that she’s in the right for doing that. But then, is it right for Ioka to have been chosen? Is it wrong for Rosy to feel this sadness and anger? Ioka said that results are all that mattered…But then, is this really the right result?


  “Is that true?”


  With this cold voice appearing out of nowhere, Rosy and I turned around at the same time. I wished I was wrong, but the sight that greeted me betrayed my hopes. Standing there was—Ioka.


  “Ioka, why are you…”


  “When I woke up, you were nowhere to be found. I went to look for you, but…what were you talking about?”


  “Rosy’s not lying. After the audition, she went to talk to…um, assault the designer! She asked him!”


  So Ioka must have heard everything. Meanwhile, Rosy tightly grasped my sleeve. And yet, I couldn’t push her away. Ioka took one step after the other, closing in on me.


  “Aruha-kun, why are you with Rosy? What were you doing?”


  “I just happened to run into her, and…”


  “He listened to what Rosy had to say! Cheered her up! Even rubbed her back!”


  Followed by these words was a loud slapping sound. Ioka had hit Rosy’s hand so that she would let go of me.


  “Ow! What was that for?!”


  “Stay away from Aruha-kun.”


  “But he doesn’t belong to you! You’re not even dating!”


  “How would you know that?!”


  “Because he just said so!”


  “Ioka! That…that was too far.”


  In my mind, the doubts I felt began to grow stronger, as I became certain—of her wish. I pretended that I wasn’t looking at it. Ioka’s sharp voice latched onto me like fangs.


  “You didn’t deny it, Aruha-kun. Do you also think that I wasn’t chosen because of my skill?”


  “I never said something like that.”


  “Liar.”


  “I’m not lying!”


  And yet, even after reassuring her, her voice sounded fragile, like it could break any moment.


  “…Aruha-kun, I actually knew this whole time. The photos back at NarraTale…You thought that Rosy looked better, right?”


  “That’s…”


  “It was the same at the audition. You said I’d still have another chance…so you must have thought that Rosy got accepted instead of me, right?!”


  “No, I wasn’t…”


  But I couldn’t finish my words, because all sound was erased. Light almost blinded my eyes, as my body was hit by a wave of hot air.


  “Careful!” I stepped in front of Rosy to protect her.


  However, the flames that appeared from Ioka’s hand blew me away.


  “Guh…!”


  My body slammed into the base of the swing, as I fell onto the sand. A coarse sensation entered my mouth.


  “What is going on?! It’s just like yesterday…! What is happening here?!” Rosy was bewildered, as Ioka closed in on her.


  Her body continued to burn.


  “Ioka! Calm down! Don’t I have anything…?!” I looked through my pockets but found nothing I could give her to eat.


  Understandably so, since I’d left the apartment to buy something in the first place.


  “H-Hot! Help!”


  Ioka’s burning arm reached for Rosy’s neck. She possessed unthinkable strength, managing to lift up the girl with one hand despite the height difference. A voice I’d never heard from her escaped Rosy’s mouth.


  “I…gh…”


  “Rosy. I could never stand you. You always thought you were special. Yet, you talk about unfairness. Don’t make me laugh. That blonde hair of yours, those blue eyes, your tall stature, your individuality, and your confidence…Did you earn all of that with effort?”


  Something wasn’t right. So far, a possessed Ioka would just let out groans. Like she had lost herself. But not now. She was conscious, talking with coherent words.


  “I’m different. I will earn everything…through effort and hard work!”


  And then I realized…The flames had no shadow. And that’s why she herself shouldn’t have one either. Yet, it was there. And it had a shape that shouldn’t be possible—Her shadow had the shape of a lizard. No doubt about it, her symptoms have gotten worse, and at an alarming rate, too.


  “Stop it, Ioka!” I screamed. “She…She didn’t do anything wrong! But at this rate, you’ll be…”


  Ioka held up Rosy as she looked at me. Despite her whole body burning up, her eyes were as cold as ice.


  “Eeek…!” Rosy shrieked.


  The flames were moving to spread to her.


  “…I’m sorry, Ioka. This is all my fault. I should have exorcised the devil yesterday. But, I just ran away. Ran from the devil…No, from you.”


  Or maybe from the responsibility to face reality.


  “What are you saying?”


  “Ioka…I realized what your wish is.”


  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I only had a few seconds. Naturally, I couldn’t possibly prepare myself for what I had to do. But, I had to end it all. Right here, right now.


  “This is the 6th time those flames showed up. The first time was when we met on the rooftop. The second time was when you forced me to keep the first time a secret. The third time was during your argument with Rosy. The fourth time was during the audition, with the fifth time leading up to the picture. The sixth time…is right now. There is a common denominator among all of them. Every time, you had someone in front of you. And this someone—was trying to get in your way.”


  Ioka’s expression didn’t change. I just believed she was listening to me and continued.


  “You wanted to appear in NarraTale’s show. That’s why you worked this hard. But, all that hard work will be for nothing if someone completely unrelated were to ruin it for you. It would all end in nothingness. And you wouldn’t allow for that to happen. That’s why—”


  I had to accept it. The days I spent with Ioka as her exorcist were fulfilling. But, I had to end it now. If it started with me becoming an exorcist, then I had to finish it all by laying down my duty. What began with the devil…has to end together with it.


  “…You wanted to burn down everything that got in your way. So that you would emerge victorious.”


  Ioka’s grip on Rosy softened, to which she fell on the ground, coughing violently.


  “Aruha-kun…Are you being serious?”


  And then, Ioka’s smoldering eyes turned my way.


  “Are you saying that…For my own sake, to emerge victorious, to be successful…I wished to hurt, burn, and kill others?”


  “No, that’s not it. You were just that serious about your dream that—”


  “So it’s exactly as I said!” She screamed. “I bet…you must have seen me as that kind of person, right? From…from the very beginning!”


  Flames started leaking from her mouth.


  “You said you’d exorcise the devil. You were worried about me. You listened to me. It made me happy, thinking you really understood me. Even last night, I slept so well…all because you were by my side!”


  What leaked from her eyes weren’t tears…But small flames, leaving marks as they ran down her face.


  “But, you were just staying with me because you’re an exorcist. If there were someone in more pain than me, you’d help them. If there was someone more talented than me, you’d stay by their side. I get it…I really do. Nobody really looks at me. I’m not special. Because in the end…I’m just a doll you can find anywhere!”


  “That’s not true!”


  “Then why are you siding with Rosy?! Why are you throwing me away?!”


  “This isn’t a problem of friend or foe!”


  “Then don’t stop me! Because once Rosy is gone, my dream will be granted!”


  The moment she finished her words, she gasped. With this, she had admitted her wish. She laid bare…her desire.


  “Ioka. If you’re going to hurt other people…then I can’t stay by your side,” I said and looked away from her. “I figured out your wish. With this, the devil can be exorcised. Let’s end this.”


  “Aruha-kun, what are you…”


  I offered my hand to Rosy, who stood up with a bewildered expression. I then made her face Ioka.


  “Listen, Ioka…Rosy came to apologize,” she said.


  “What good does that do now…”


  “Rosy always thought that you weren’t playing fair. You fit right into your job, made friends…Despite being a normal girl from Japan. How could that be fair? Rosy is different from everyone. Rosy only has her work as a model, and yet you stole that from her, too…So she thought that she was allowed to be unfair, too…” She tried to hold back her tears as she continued. “But, Rosy was wrong. You worked just as hard…And there’s nothing unfair about that. Please forgive Rosy for being so horrible to you. She won’t get in your way anymore. You were chosen for the show…so you should be the one to participate.”


  “…!”


  Their eyes looked directly at each other…and with a faint popping noise, the flames disappeared in an instant.


  “Ah…No…The flames are…But why…” Ioka fell to the ground. “I…I wished for something like this…!”


  She was forced to realize…that what I said was true after all.


  “Devil. I don’t know if you can hear me, but with this, nobody is going to get in her way anymore. Your help…is no longer needed.”


  As well as mine, of course.


  “Aruha-kun…! Wait, I…!”


  I didn’t turn around and just started walking with Rosy.


  “See you around, Ioka.”


  That was all I could utter. I don’t think we’ll ever meet again. While I heard her weeping behind me, I walked away with Rosy by my side. I didn’t want to admit it, but I had to accept it. The wish to become something special brought forth jealousy, panic, and twisted desires. And that is what was realized by the devil. In the shape of those flames. If so…maybe youth is sin. And this could be Ioka’s punishment. The devil will disappear, and so will the sin. Ioka will grant her wish…using her own strength.


  This is fine. I have no more reason to be by her side. And as we walked on, my shoe happened to kick a small pebble. But of course, I pretended I hadn’t realized.


  Chapter 8 - Loner Strawberry Ring


  “Morning, Mr. Boyfriend! Hey, hey, what are you up to? Rosy’s off to gym class! But since Rosy’s body is so beautiful, as soon as she wears the gym clothes, it’ll be art class instead! Huh? Wanna see? Oh geez, Mr. Boyfriend! When we’re alone, okay! And then, y’know!”


  First thing in the early morning, Rosy was sitting on my desk. She had her legs crossed with a beaming smile, talking to me like it wasn’t anybody’s business. How did this happen, you ask? Honestly, I can’t give you an answer. But, there is one thing I’m certain of…which is that Rosy is actually a student at our school’s middle school division. She didn’t just appear out of nowhere, she was always a student, just attending school at a different building. And I just didn’t know. Of course, that does not explain why she had to come to my classroom and sit on my desk.


  “Why are you here…?”


  “‘Cause Rosy didn’t know your number! So all she could do was come to see you at school.”


  “I don’t think we have any connection.”


  “Of course we do. You protected Rosy from Ioka, right?”


  “That…I mean, anybody would have done that.”


  “It’s because you thought Rosy was better than Ioka, right? She said so herself.”


  “No, not at all…”


  “Is Rosy wrong? But then why was Ioka angry?”


  “Let’s just not. Not here…”


  “So we can talk about it later?”


  “That’s not what I said!”


  “Rosy’s gonna stop by after school, then! Wait, her classes will be done earlier, so…Oh well, whatever. See you later, Mr. Boyfriend!”


  She came and went like a storm, and I was left behind like the remains of a destroyed town together with Miu giving me a pitiful look.


  “Sorry, Aruha…But you guys were talking so loud that we heard everything…”


  “No, it’s fine…You don’t carry any blame, Miu…”


  “But seriously, what’s going on?”


  “I wish I knew.”


  “You’re like Eric Clapton and George Harrison. Though, you’re Layla in that case.”


  “Don’t confuse me even more…Please…”


  “Also, what happened between you and Ioka-chan?”


  “Well…that’s a long story.”


  Ever since that event, Ioka and I haven’t seen each other. I didn’t get blocked by her, but she made no attempt to contact me. Normally, I should be the one taking the initiative, but I wouldn’t know what to say. After all, I betrayed Ioka. And at the very end, I finished my duty as an exorcist. The devil has been exorcised. But in return, I forever lost my relationship with Ioka. Actually, this explanation was far too convenient for me. It’s not the price I paid to exorcise the devil. I simply tried to prolong the situation, hid the truth…All for my own sake.


  And since then, Rosy wouldn’t let me alone. I didn’t want to say it, but it’s like she switched places with Ioka. That said, I don’t know what kind of existence I am supposed to be to her. I’m not her exorcist or anybody really. I’m Ioka’s exorcist…Or rather, I was. Nothing more, nothing less. I fulfilled my duty. I just have to spend the rest of my days as the average person that I was…It’s what I wished for, and yet…For some reason, Rosy—No, I myself wouldn’t let that happen. What was it? This burning heat that twisted my heart…


  Yet outside the window, the downpour made it seem like it could erase any flame, no matter how fierce.


  * * *


  After classes ended, Rosy did show up just like she had declared and then dragged me off to Mr. Donuts. I did grab a tray, but my head felt so heavy that I could only stand still as I struggled to make a choice. Next to me, Rosy was humming a song I didn’t know and grabbed a mountain of donuts. The yellow raincoat she wore heavily contrasted with the pink donuts.


  “You really like those, huh?”


  Unable to think of anything else, I simply commented on the scenery in front of me.


  “They remind me of the donuts from Dam Dam.”


  “Gundam?”


  “Dam Dam. A donut shop in London. Rosy’s favorite, too. Papa would sometimes buy some from there. But, Rosy prefers donuts in Japan. They’re cheap but so rich in flavor,” she explained, only to realize that my tray was empty.


  “What? You don’t come here, like, at all? But it’s so good. Try it,” she said and placed a strawberry ring donut on my tray.


  She then finished paying for the donuts and went to grab a seat. I didn’t think much and just put some donuts on my plate, following after her. I sat down facing her at first, but after she took off her raincoat and sat on the sofa, she tapped her hand on the space next to her. It was a bit weird since this seat was meant for four people, but I didn’t have the energy and just sat down next to her.


  “Sure is raining today, huh? Rosy doesn’t like the rain here. Feels so heavy.”


  She looked outside the window while she began munching on her donuts. Small pink sprinkles landed on her plate. Hearing that comment, I was reminded of where she originally came from.
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  “You’re from Britain, right?”


  “Yup. Daddy is still back there…Working at some Merlin…or Morgan…place, so Rosy is living here together with Mommy. Though Mommy’s busy with work, so it’s mostly just Rosy.”


  “Oh, so you came to Japan with your mother?”


  “Nope, it’s the opposite. Rosy has two older brothers and four older sisters, but they all live in Westminster. And so, you know that Rosy can be a bit too honest, right?”


  “Not gonna deny that, no.”


  “Rosy should have gotten along more with the people around her, but that just wouldn’t work out, so Daddy kept on getting angry. That’s why Mommy took me to Japan.”


  “I see…”


  The names she used were all pronounced in English, so I couldn’t tell what places she was talking about…But I guess she came to Japan with her mother. The reason she was so good at Japanese must be thanks to her mother. Either way, she’s clearly been through a lot. I guess my worry must have shown in my expression because Rosy added another answer.


  “But it’s fine. Mommy and Daddy never really got along, and Mommy has a boyfriend here in Japan. Rosy wanted to check out Japan, too…Though she can’t stand all the brats in her class at school,” she bluntly explained, but I feel like it’s a lot more complicated.


  Considering her looks, she definitely stands out, and with her personality, I can see her not getting along with her friends. And even as she told me about all of this, she kept on munching on her donuts. Subconsciously, I was reminded of a certain someone while watching that.


  “I’m gonna ask a pretty rude question, but aren’t you getting fat from eating all those?”


  “Hm? Why?”


  “Because this looks like a calorie bomb to me.”


  “Ahh…Some people get fat if they eat, right? Sounds rough.”


  “Haha…” I could only respond with a dry laugh.


  Maybe this could be part of the talent necessary to be a model? I wouldn’t know. Either way, it’s definitely a respectable skill if you can eat as much as you want without getting fat.


  “You only ask about Rosy, right?”


  “Huh?”


  “Rosy thought you were just tagging along because you wanted to know more about Ioka,” her honest words showed no remorse as they stabbed me right where it hurt.


  “Why does everyone think we’re a thing?”


  Rosy looked at me in shock, as part of a donut fell out of her open mouth.


  “Mr. Boyfriend…are you being serious right now? It’s so obvious looking at you two. Everybody knew that.”


  “Knew what?”


  She sighed in the face of my response and picked up the piece of the donut to stuff it back into her mouth.


  “Right…So that’s the level we’re at? But so if things work out, then that means Rosy’s still got a chance? A shot?”


  “No, there’s no shot whatsoever. It’s radio silence.”


  “Radio silence…?”


  “Yeah, never mind. Anyway, what is Ioka up to?” I gave up and instead asked her.


  “Mhm…Dunno! She’s probably preparing for the show.”


  In the end, Rosy apparently didn’t try to change the results of the audition, and she even apologized to the designer. In other words…Ioka will be the one participating in the show. It was what she wished for.


  “And you’re fine with that, Rosy?”


  She had her cheeks stuffed with donuts, smiling faintly.


  “Rosy’s been watching here and there, but…She couldn’t possibly win against that. It’s scary. Maybe they saw this in Ioka and chose her for that. And as the chosen person, she really is amazing.”


  Hearing that, I was filled with complicated feelings. A part of me wanted to believe that I did something to help Ioka. But in the end, that was just my selfish wish. But in the end, my job was over, and there was nothing else for me to do.


  “Hey, Rosy’s been telling you all sorts of stuff, so now it’s your turn,” she closed in on me, touching my thigh. “Why did Ioka burn that day?”


  She got involuntarily involved in the mess, ending up in danger. She probably had the right to know. I explained the bare minimum of information to Rosy. Once I was done, she nodded to herself several times.


  “Oh, right. A devil, huh?”


  “You believe me?”


  It was pretty surprising that she accepted my story so readily. It must have sounded like such absurd nonsense. Even Ioka, the center of it all, didn’t believe everything at first.


  “Something happened with Onii-chan a while back, where they went to hospitals and doctors, which never worked out, so they went to the church. Daddy didn’t believe it at first, either, but after that, Onii-chan quickly improved. Must have been something similar.”


  “Wait a second…So your brother got possessed by a devil and an exorcist took care of it?”


  “Probably?”


  Now that I think about it, Sai-san should be in Britain right now, so they might actually be connected in some way.


  “But aren’t devils basically just an issue of the person’s feelings? That’s what the person from the church said, at least.”


  “W-Well…something like that, maybe?”


  It was a bit oversimplified in the end, but she wasn’t exactly wrong, either.


  “That’s why Rosy is done lying to herself. When she’s annoyed about something, she’ll get angry. If she’s sad about something, she’ll cry. Shiito often scolds Rosy, telling her she has to show manners, but that just leads to you having wishes that invite the devils, right? And devils are scary!”


  I was surprised. I don’t know if that person from the church or Sai-san carry the same argument when it comes to devils, but it does seem logical at least.


  “That’s why Rosy also sometimes ends up the bad girl…But she apologized to Ioka because she really felt bad,” she said as she rubbed her neck which had gotten a bit red.


  If Rosy hadn’t been so forceful with her methods, Ioka probably wouldn’t have almost burned her that time. In a way, you reap what you sow.


  “I just hope it leaves no marks or burns.”


  “Rosy should be fine. But…”


  “But?”


  She suddenly showed me a serious expression.


  “If you hadn’t saved Rosy, she probably wouldn’t have been able to continue as a model. So for that, thank you.”


  I never asked for gratitude. What Rosy did was unforgivable. If she had spread that picture around, Ioka’s career as a model might have ended. That said, Rosy didn’t deserve to get hurt. That’s all there is to it.


  “So, what are you gonna do now, Mr. Boyfriend?”


  Before I realized it, Rosy had already finished all her donuts. She asked me that question while wiping her mouth with a napkin.


  “Nothing at all. The devil’s been exorcised. Now it’s up to Ioka to participate in the show and keep working as a model. Plus…”


  “Plus?”


  “Can you, you know, stop calling me that? I’m not her boyfriend. I just became her exorcist by coincidence.”


  “Hmmm…?” She pressed her long finger against her lips, thinking. “Hey, you’re not Ioka’s boyfriend, right?”


  “I’ve been saying that from the start.”


  “Then why don’t you become Rosy’s boyfriend?”


  “What?” I couldn’t hold back a dumbfounded voice.


  “Why not, right? Just go out with Rosy,” she said, pulling on my sleeve.


  “But, you’re in middle school…”


  “And? You’re not gonna tell Rosy that you wouldn’t have fallen in love with Ioka if she was in middle school, right?”


  “Ioka is Ioka. Age has nothing to do with…Wait, who said I like her?”


  “But why would you go this far for a girl you don’t even like? Wouldn’t that just be weird?”


  “L-Leaving that aside. I don’t know the last thing about you, and you don’t know me, either.”


  “So you know everything there is to know about Ioka?”


  “That’s…”


  Of course I don’t. I don’t even know what she’s doing right now. Rosy must have caught on to my wavering feelings, as she continued to close in on me.


  “So what’s it matter then? You got rejected, so just go out with Rosy. To be honest, Rosy kinda likes you. You listen to her, you won’t make fun of her, you’re mature, and you saved her.”


  I wanted to say that I just did what anybody would have done, but I couldn’t. It’s the opposite for her. She’s never received such treatment in all her relationships with other people. She said that there was a fight that led to her coming to Japan, but how does she feel, spending her days here in Japan?


  “Wouldn’t you be happy, though? Rosy’s pretty cute.”


  “…I can’t be so irresponsible.”


  “Rosy’s gonna teach you about all sorts of stuff. And if you don’t like it, you can always quit. You Japanese people just think about that too much. Just be irresponsible,” she moved even closer to me.


  Since she’s taller than me, she rubbed her cheek against the top of my head.


  “I-I’ll think about it.”


  “Yay!”


  “Wait, no! I meant that…as a euphemistic way of rejecting you…”


  “What does euphemistic mean?”


  “L-Like…a roundabout way?”


  “Huuuh? Makes no sense.”


  I couldn’t argue back, but Rosy continued on.


  “But, Rosy won’t be disappointed. People’s feelings can’t just be put into categories.”


  She’s an odd person. Right when you think she’s childish, she shows such a mature standpoint.


  “I…can’t adopt such a philosophical view.”


  “Philosophical view?”


  “I’m just saying that you’re pretty amazing despite being in middle school.”


  “But you just said that age doesn’t matter, right? That Ioka is just Ioka. So Rosy is just Rosy, no?”


  “Erm…Well, I guess…”


  She got me good with that. Making me feel like I’m the child who isn’t listening. I was struggling to find the right words when Rosy suddenly shot up.


  “But, you’re right. Rosy is amazing. And she’s gonna become even more amazing from now on. She may have lost against Ioka this time, but there’s plenty of chances waiting up ahead, so she can’t be stuck in place now.”


  Looking at her like that, I was overwhelmed. Not because of her sheer height. She was simply certain. Certain that she could falter now because she would achieve something even greater down the line. I could never do that. And…the same probably goes for Ioka.


  “Oh, right. Almost forgot. Here.”


  She handed me a single piece of paper. But I only realized its importance after accepting it.


  “You’re coming too, right? It’s your ticket inside.”


  “Wait, I don’t plan on…”


  “It’s not just from Rozy. Shiito also told you to come.”


  The moment I heard that name, a memory flashed up in my mind.


  —It would probably help her relax a bit more if she saw your face.


  But right now, I have no way of helping Ioka. I can’t answer his expectations.


  “Anyway, Rosy’s gotta bounce. You coming too, Mr. Boyfriend?”


  “No, I…”


  “Daw, bummer. Rosy wanted to try that ‘lovers umbrella’ thing.”


  “But you’ve got your raincoat…”


  “You really don’t get it! It’s important that we stand under the same umbrella. Well, whatever. I’ll just ask for something better next time. See you around! Bye-bye!”


  She pushed the ticket into my hands, put on her raincoat, and jumped out into the rain. Each step made the water around her fly into the air, as if she belonged there. Watching her walk off, I thought to myself.


  If I went with her right now…if I became her boyfriend…Maybe I wouldn’t have to worry anymore? Maybe I’ll be able to forget Ioka? No, I know. It’s not that simple. On the table in front of me was my tray with the donuts I hadn’t touched…and that singular ticket.


  Chapter 9 - Everything the Heart Desires


  “Sorry about this Rosy, and thanks.”


  “No worries, no worries. Didn’t think you’d actually show up, though.”


  On the day of the show, I made my way to the Sakamaki Arena. After that conversation with Rosy, I thought about it a lot, wondering if I should come or not, but I still went for it in the end. I didn’t know the exact reason for it. But, something was drawing me here. It should have all ended, yet it wouldn’t disappear. This…something. But I thought that, if I watched Ioka on her show, I could finally lay it all to rest. I think that’s the faint hope I felt. The venue for the Total Girls Collection was a lot different from what I’d imagined. From all the fashion shows I’d seen glimpses of, they were mostly held in a venue clad in darkness, thousands of chairs around a black catwalk. It almost looked oppressive to walk there. However, here, it resembled—a festival.


  From people around my age, all the way up to adults, all sorts of people were walking around freely. Light was sparkling at every corner, noisy and rambling all around me. Not to mention all the different booths that reminded me of stalls. Because of this mass of people, or simply because I had never been to a place like this, I didn’t even know how to get inside. If I’d known about this, I would’ve gone to a music festival or live concert with Miu before today. Of course, having to call for Rosy to show me the way was nothing but pathetic, but it was the only thing I could do.


  “If Rosy had known you’d be here, she would’ve given you a proper escort. Sometimes you’re so stand-orange.”


  “Stand-offish, right?”


  “Probably, yeah.”


  She for some reason got grumpy with me.


  “And originally, that came from the idea of being heartless and cold, so she’s not wrong there, either.”


  A familiar deep voice stood out from the noise around us. Turning toward the source of that voice, I greeted a well-built man wearing a suit.


  “Ah, Shimizu-san. I’m sorry about—”


  “Been a while, lad.”


  Standing next to Rosy, Shimizu-san greeted me.


  “Rosy, you better have apologized to him too, right?”


  “Ah, well…somewhat…?”


  “Rosy,” Shimizu-san gave Rosy a deathly stare.


  “R-Rosy is so sorry!”


  “No, I don’t really…”


  Leaving aside the whole thing with Ioka, she really had no reason to thank me.


  “You should be a bit more friendly and forgiving with others. There’s nothing bad with being good-mannered and polite.”


  “But Mommy never said anything about that!”


  “I’m worried that, as your manager, you’re bringing harm to yourself completely unrelated to your actual talent—” Shimizu-san grabbed Rosy by the neck and started lecturing her.


  After Rosy showed that she genuinely felt bad, Shimizu-san freed her and faced me.


  “I heard about the photo. Rosy’s clearly at fault, but you should be careful, too. I don’t think you would want to hurt Ioka’s career. You’re free to date her, but you should do it outside of other people’s eyes and—”


  “Yes, I’m sorry, but…Um…”


  “What is it?”


  “How is Ioka doing?”


  Shimizu-san couldn’t hide his surprise at my question.


  “So she hasn’t been in contact with you?”


  “A lot has happened, so…”


  “Hm…” Shimizu-san put one hand on his chin and showed a thinking gesture. “…That explains a lot.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You wanted to know how she’s doing, right? Well, she’s absolutely perfect. Right now, she’s as sharp as a Japanese blade. Not even I expected her to reach such a level.”


  “That’s…”


  “I figured that something big must have happened to instigate this change. And since she’s not been in contact with you…which is probably related to her secret. Right?”


  I couldn’t answer. That said, Shimizu-san must have expected as much.


  “Let’s forget about that. I don’t intend to pry. Even more so since it doesn’t seem to be going in a bad direction,” he said and turned around. “Now then, I should probably be off to the waiting room. Wanna come too, lad?”


  “No, I don’t think I…”


  I couldn’t bring myself to see Ioka just yet. Now that the devil is gone, I’m better not gonna be around her. I’d just get in the way.


  “Right. If you’re okay with that…But, I’m a bit worried about you, too.”


  “About me…?”


  “Yeah. Make sure you don’t have any regrets, lad.”


  Regret. This final warning Shimizu-san had left me with stung deep. But what I should regret is already in the past. I can’t change the present anymore. Or rather, I shouldn’t. She followed her path and has now reached her goal—fighting fair and square. My only duty is to see her off. And then I’ll return to my usual daily life. That’s all.


  It felt like I was running in circles, chasing the tail of my own feelings, only to realize that a few hours had passed. Looking at my wristwatch, I checked the time. The show was about to begin. All lights in the hall dropped, as the announcer delivered an introduction. The display in the background lit up with a dazzling shine. Cheers hit me from the darkness around me.


  “It’s starting,” Rosy’s voice reached my ears.


  All our eyes came together and focused on the catwalk.


  *


  My very first fashion show participation was about to happen. The monitor in my waiting room shone in many different-colored penlights. In the distance, I heard music and cheers. The feeling of participating in a live concert was one of the characteristics of the Total Girls Collection show. Normally, you would not match the rhythm of the music, not showing any expression, as you just elegantly show off the clothes. But this show is the exact opposite. The walk is like a dance, and the models all smile. That is why I felt an emotional uplift myself…or rather, I had no other choice but to be elevated. After all, this rising feeling inside of me…I’m about to achieve my dream. It’s thirty minutes until my turn comes up. My hair and makeup were done, and I was putting on the outfit for later as I stood backstage. Listening to the orders of the fitter, one piece of clothing got added to the other. Of course, I had to become naked first before that, but I couldn’t worry about that. A mannequin doesn’t feel shame when it receives its new clothes. It’s the same concept here.


  Right now, my body solely exists to show off the clothes prepared for me. All the staff present were working toward that goal. And I’m here for the greater good. That is why I was prepared to hone my being for this event. My health, my skin, my walk…Since I was chosen for this show, I decided that I would live for but this one moment. No…I feel like I’ve been born to reach this moment. All the clothes shown off in this show had been made in my image.


  After I passed the audition, Tezuka-san told me—Your story, Itou Ioka, is Pinocchio. It felt like I’d been struck by lightning. Something tickled my interest, and so I asked him about the motif behind the star-shaped hairpin from years ago, and what story it was supposed to tell. He showed a surprised smile at that time and answered—Pinocchio. He couldn’t have known that I treasured that hairpin so much. He saw me and decided to once again go with a Pinocchio theme. He was going to use the same motif. I could feel my whole body shaking. Maybe a master-class designer like him had seen the shape of my soul. But, there was one more thing I needed to ask him. I asked if he really thought I was a doll you could find anywhere. He answered with a simple yes, but continued by saying “That’s what makes you so beautiful.”


  Everything felt like fate. This is my story. I’m the protagonist. I’m special. After that, Tezuka-san didn’t say anything else. But, that was probably because he knew I didn’t need to hear another thing. Seeing the design for the collection, and coming in contact with Pinocchio’s story, I understood the meaning myself. This is the story of how, through the power of magic, a doll becomes a human. It’s a story about granting dreams. The clothes I tried on during the rehearsal fit me perfectly. As they should, since they were made specifically for me. They exist only for me. And considering how casual the Total Girls Collection often turned out to be, this dress will definitely stand out. But that is the worldview of NarraTale—No, my very own view.


  I got plenty of practice walking with the dress. I felt how the clothes wrapped around my body. How they shook when I walked. I memorized it all to the smallest detail. My clothes had become a part of me. I could hear the other models around me talking, and being excited about the show, which felt like it negatively impacted my psyche. But through a deep breath, I could divert my attention back to my own body. The devil is not possessing anymore. Nothing could bring me harm anymore.


  Ioka, focus up. Other people don’t matter. Thinking that, I felt a faint pain stab me in my chest, as my body remembered the warmth from that day. But, it’s in the past. It doesn’t matter to me anymore. It’s fine—I can make do even without my Jiminy Cricket. I was chosen as a model and stand here now. On this one and only, incredibly special First Look. I have to focus once more. Just look at myself, and it will be fine. However, when the fitter finished putting on my outfit, they let out a bewildered voice.


  “What…is this…”


  All the other staff around me turned pale.


  “I-I’m sorry! I’ll have to check something! Please wait here, Ioka-san!”


  “Hey! What the hell is going on here?!”


  Although Shimizu-san was always the quiet and docile type, his voice was now fuming with rage. During this whole process of having the dress put on me, I always thought something felt off. At times, the fitter’s expression grew suspicious, and by the very end, all color had drained from their face. I knew that things could go wrong even during a show like this. I had considered all the possibilities…Or so I thought I had.


  “I told you to be careful when putting the dress on her!”


  “No, it’s been like this from the start!”


  “From the star?! Since when?! You’re saying this was planned?!”


  “No, we made sure to carefully pack it away after the final rehearsal…This just shouldn’t be possible!”


  The voices around me suddenly grew distant. My designer Tezuka-san and I got together to design these clothes. To tell my story—the story of the brand. And yet, this story had been torn to shreds. The long skirt that should have reached down to my ankles now barely covered my thighs, the cut fabric dangling down my legs, the part at my back dragging after me. The clothes at the bottom of my neck had been ripped off vertically, allowing a deep look into my cleavage. Several cuts ran along my torso, revealing my stomach. The shoes were split in two, which would probably force me to walk barefoot.


  “What…the hell…”


  I could feel my consciousness drifting off. Even the panicking staff felt like they weren’t my problem.


  “Don’t you have another one?!”


  “Of course not. This was specifically tailored for her!”


  “Maybe sew it back together…No, we don’t have enough time!”


  “Just push back the order!”


  “We can’t. The press is already here, thinking that Ioka-san would give the First Look!”


  “It’s better than letting her walk around looking like that!”


  Looking like that—That comment urged me to check my current appearance in the mirror, so I turned around to look for one. Yet, I couldn’t find one no matter how much I looked. I see now…I shouldn’t have come here after all. No matter how hard you work, there’s no guarantee the results will be what you seek. I should have known, and yet…


  “I’m sorry, Ioka-san, but we can only ask you to wear this—”


  I know this is just an accident. It’s fine. No matter the situation, I’m a pro who does her job. The clothes carry no blame. To calm myself down, I entered my thoughts, my fantasy—I’m going to step out onto the catwalk. My clothes are a tattered mess. The audience goes silent until they begin getting louder. I don’t think they’ll hail abuse at me. If that were the case, it’d be after everything else is over. When the media release their pictures. I don’t know what’s going to happen after that. But, I’ll be laughed at. Maybe I won’t ever get a job offer as a model.


  I could feel my body heating up, so I closed my eyes. It’s fine. I can do this. No matter the result, I’ll accept it, because that’s why I’m here. I was given the signal, as the music started playing. I’d known from the start that I would depart with this song—When You Wish Upon A Star.


  I took one step forward. The catwalk with just my bare feet felt cold. So that nobody could tell how I felt, I put more strength into my toes to guarantee a confident walk. When I set foot out into the bigger hall, the lights blinded my sight. And what greeted me next was bewildered muttering in the audience—Not. It was a shower of abuse—Not that either. Contrary to my expectations, they were ear-splitting cheers. I didn’t understand what was going on.


  Why? How can you react like that after seeing my clothes? Someone was calling my name—Calling me cute. Wonderful. Breathtaking. Those cheers of praise sounded so distant, as the penlights moved violently. I was confused. But the walk I had practiced all those hours was pushing me forward like I wasn’t even in control. Reaching the end of the catwalk, I showed my best smile…I tried to, at least. But, I happened to see it. I saw Tezuka-san, sitting at the front with all the other people involved, and smiling from the bottom of his heart.
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  It took me a moment to realize that I had stopped in my tracks. My body wouldn’t move. It was because I realized…that everybody was looking at—The First Look from NarraTale. Not me, not Rosy, not anybody else. No matter what I could wear, or how well I walked, it didn’t matter. My efforts, my feelings…Nobody looked at me. What I worked on and what I sacrificed, it was all meaningless. Beyond this catwalk…is utter darkness. I can’t become special. So, why do I even need these clothes?


  Why can’t everyone and everything just disappear—Wait. What did I wish for? What was it that I wanted to become? I can’t remember, Aruha-kun—And in one moment, my skin began to seethe. The air around me shook. Everyone was looking at me. Hundreds, thousands, and even more eyes all focused on me. The music grew distant—and then, the flames covered everything.


  * * *


  Watching her, I gasped for air. She was truly mesmerizing. Looking at the dress, it looked like it had been ripped apart in certain places. Like somebody went crazy with a pair of scissors, which revealed Ioka’s white skin. But when you looked at the whole silhouette she created, I could tell that there was intention behind it all. The song that played while she walked was about making a wish to the stars. It reminded me of Pinocchio’s story. The inexperienced doll who doesn’t know kindness and goodwill goes through many failures, grants its dream, and finally becomes a human. At this very moment, with Ioka walking down the catwalk, she received praise for her tattered self. And then, she’ll become human.


  It might seem disjointed and inexplicable at first, but these clothes were created with such care—They were Ioka’s story. However, something was off about the girl. Her expression stiffened up the closer she walked to us, her feet seeming as heavy as lead. And finally, she came to a complete standstill. Naturally, the audience grew noisy. And I realized something horrible. The designer made one fatal mistake when designing these clothes—It’s that the girl was possessed by a devil.


  I found out…at the worst possible timing, in the worst possible way, that the devil inside of her had yet to be exorcised. Because that very next moment, Ioka exploded. Or, that’s what it looked like, at least. My view turned white, so much so that it induced a headache. These weren’t just flames…It was an explosion. An explosive roar hammered right into my eardrums. The heavy lights around us fell to the ground. All camera equipment was crushed. Amidst the darkness, places began to burn, as smoke rose to the ceiling. Angry roars, screams, weeping, violent shaking, the sound of footsteps running. Like a tsunami, the audience seats were covered with flames.


  “Careful!”


  I moved in front of Rosy to protect her. The heat made it feel like my body was burning up. Unable to bear the heat, a groan escaped my lips.


  “Ugh…!”


  Rosy showed her face from beneath me and screamed.


  “Mr. Boyfriend! You okay?!”


  “S-Somewhat…”


  “Is this the devil’s work?! What is happening to Ioka?!”


  That’s what I would like to know. The entire venue was in shock and panic. Everything began to burn, as everybody just tried to escape this terror. Or, you might very well call it a calamity. If the end of the world were to ever befall us, it would probably look like this. The flames are dancing on the catwalk still. Because it was so bright, I couldn’t make out Ioka’s silhouette. That said, she should still be there. However—


  “Hey, what do we do now?! Is Rosy gonna die here?!”


  —Rosy’s safety comes first.


  “Over here!”


  I pulled her hand, running in the opposite direction of the entrance. Not many people used the emergency exit, so I dragged her out through that. It’s been my habit of confirming an escape route wherever I was. Although it was more than ironic that it would help me here and now. Reaching the outside of the people, we were greeted by a crowd of people. Some people were watching the burning flames from afar, others were getting treatment because they ended up hurt. But having come here, Rosy should be safe at least.


  “Rosy! So you made it out!”


  Shimizu-san must have been looking for her this whole time because he came rushing over as soon as he saw us. In response, Rosy began crying.


  “Rosy was so scared! What’s happening?!”


  “It’s okay. I’m here now, so you’ll be fine. We’re safe here.”


  “But, what about Ioka?! She was in the center of it!”


  “That’s…”


  It’s all my fault. I carry the responsibility for all of this. It’s plain as day as to what’s happening—The devil was never fully exorcised. It’s the reality I have to face. It’s what’s going on right now, and that’s the only explanation for this horror. But, why? Wasn’t her wish granted today? And then, I realized something. I was forced to make this realization—of the mistake I had made. Sai-san said it herself. All conditions have to be fulfilled. The existence she wanted to erase was always there. And so, I assumed that, through burning everything in her way, she wanted to become the number one. And when Rosy pulled back, Ioka obtained what she’d wanted…That’s what I thought.


  But, that can’t be right. Because if that was the case…When we first met on that rooftop. When she was burning…The first time I saw her surrounded by flames didn’t match this very condition.


  “I’m going in. I can’t wait for the ambulance. Rosy, you wait here,” Shimizu-san said and took off his jacket.


  Beneath, I could see his well-built chest muscles and black suspenders above his shirt.


  “No, let me go.”


  “I can’t, lad. You can’t do anything.”


  “But, I have to go.”


  “What are you saying? What if you get hurt? Your life’s on the line here. Leave this to the adults.”


  “You don’t understand. This is…This is something that I have to do!”


  That’s all I said and ran. This is what I caused. That’s why…I should be the one to end it all. It’s something only I can do. There’s something I have to tell Ioka. And this time, I’m going to exorcise that devil…Because I am her exorcist.


  * * *


  “Yuck, what stench…”


  Together with the flames, the smell of sulfur assaulted my nose. The audience seats had turned into mortar. The countless chairs lined up next to each other, as well as the narrow passage to walk through—Everything was covered in flames. The heat began to burn my skin, and the blinding light stabbed my eyes. I could see orange flames everywhere around me. It even passed on to things that shouldn’t even burn, trying to swallow everything in its path. Wrecks from the equipment had piled up into towers. Just being in this space could set your body on fire. It was like a scene from hell itself. And beyond the flames, atop the stretching catwalk, there was the throne of hell—where she stood.


  “A-Aruha-kun…Why…”


  The tone of her voice…wasn’t even human anymore. It was high, yet deep. Translucent, yet dull and husky. And yet, amongst this arena of flames, it reached everywhere. I could instinctively tell. It was the devil’s voice.


  “D-Don’t look at me!”


  At the same time, Ioka’s appearance had changed greatly. The remains burned pitch-black at her feet told me that her dress had gone up in flames completely. Her white shoulders, well-endowed chest, slender torse, round navel, it was all in plain sight…No, not all. That was all that remained of her human appearance. Beyond her arms, she was covered in scales, as something like spikes grew from her elbows. Her fingernails grew to a surreal length, changing shape into sharp claws. A long tail growing from her back ran along the floor. Her once beautiful hair had grown like waves, and I could see several horns growing from that. And most of all—Her vertical pupils, shining in a bright gold even amidst the flames, had captured me like I was her prey.
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  “Aruha-kun! I…I turned into a devil!”


  When she opened her mouth, I saw a long tongue split in two. That appearance of her…was nothing like a lizard or T-rex. She was like a ferocious dragon of fantasy. Could such a thing even be possible? Is this the devil’s true appearance? Had I been fighting such a vile being all this time? The realization struck me, as my body began shivering. My legs were telling me to run away. But, I swallowed it all down.


  “Just wait! I’ll be right there!”


  I started running through the surging flames, racing to the dragon princess standing in the center.


  “Wah!”


  However, as if to block me off, a wall of fire shot up. With rubble everywhere, I had to find my way through the labyrinth. Yet, each time I found a way, a new pillar of flame appeared until eventually, I screamed up at the catwalk.


  “Grk…Ioka!”


  She’s too far. I can’t reach her like this. I have to get closer. However, the flames grow more violent with each step I take. Even my own body feels like it’d burn up any second now.


  “Aruha-kun, it’s too late. I burned it all down!”


  With each word she screamed, flames oozed out of her mouth. As if it corresponded to that, explosions rang out from all around me, sending scorching-hot waves my way. My throat began to burn, not allowing me to breathe properly. A sharp pain ran through my whole body. But even so, I have to reach Ioka. I managed to keep standing despite my quivering knees, as I climbed up the wreckage to reach the catwalk.


  “I’m sorry.”


  I opened my mouth, as burning air entered my lungs. It was all I could say…but I was glad that I could.


  “Aruha-kun…Why are you…why are you apologizing? It’s all my fault. Just look at me! I’m a monster!”


  “No. You’re not.”


  “Yes, I am! This is who I always was. I’m…a nasty woman. Someone like me couldn’t possibly achieve any dream. Nobody even bothers to look at me. So…I wish I’d never dreamed in the first place. I should never have wanted to become special! I was wrong…from the very beginning! That’s why…All of this is my punishment!”


  “Don’t say that, Ioka!”


  I took one step down the catwalk, approaching the girl. She lowered her leg, covered in scales. I stood for a moment and turned around to look at all the audience seats. It must have been thousands of people who were present not even an hour ago. And all of their gazes were fixated solely on Ioka…And yet, nobody really looked at her. Not a single person cared to look at the person who wore the dress—Except one. I made up my mind and took a deep breath. Heat, pain, and everything unpleasant ran through the inside of my body. But even so, I had to tell her.


  “…I should’ve believed in you more. That explanation didn’t fulfill all the conditions.”


  “Cond…ditions…?”


  She pulled back her leg, as the scales created a clattering noise.


  “I had forgotten about the first time we met. Nobody was around you, nobody could have gotten in your way, and yet you burned. I only approached the rooftop after I saw your light. Do you get it? You didn’t burn in order to get rid of me—I met you because you were burning.”


  “Aruha-kun, what are you…”


  Her vertical pupils widened, as she looked at me in confusion.


  “I shouldn’t have just thought about the times the flames showed up. What about the condition for them to disappear? Every time the flames rose from your body, nobody else looked at you. You wanted someone else to understand how you felt. That’s what gave birth to the flames. And they always disappeared when someone—No, when I looked at who you truly are!”


  “No…Get away from me…Aruha-kun…”


  The flames flickered everywhere. Her hands, legs, tail, horns…Yet she embraced her shoulders to desperately remain in control. Fire is made of heat and light. But, all I could ever see was the heat. The destructive force it could bring. As it shook, as it rampaged on, as it destroyed everything in its path…But, what really mattered was the light. It wasn’t a blaze that swallowed all and everything. No, it was a faint light to show where she was, to prove her existence. That’s why I was able to find her. How I was able to meet her. Just like a sailor who followed the North Star to not lose his way.


  Flames gushed out of her body. They surrounded her like pillars of fire, as they covered the whole catwalk. A wall of fire stopped my advances. But, so what? That smoke steam rising from her eyes, it must be her tears that vaporize instantly. She wasn’t even allowed to cry despite the pain and suffering she experienced.


  “You know now, right?”


  It’s true that she herself might not suffer any burns from the heat. However, the flames will still torment what was deep inside her heart. And so, I have to tell her.


  “Say it, Ioka! What is your wish?!”


  Because this is my final job.


  “My wish is—”


  The flames from Ioka—From the devil rushed toward me.


  “I want…someone to look at me!”


  And so, I ran. Not to escape, of course. I ran straight into the flames that were closing in on me. My soles began to melt and I almost tipped over. The flames rose up my body, as I could smell the scent of burning flesh. Pain like my body was torn to shreds assaulted my entire being. This—is my punishment. I was at fault. I was wrong. You always screamed for help. You were so desperate for someone to look at you that it gave birth to these flames. And yet, I could only ever look at the devil. Telling myself that I was some exorcist. But it’s okay now, Ioka. Even if my body burns to ash, no matter how ugly you may be, I will never ever—avert my eyes from you.


  “Iokaaaaa!”


  “Aruha-kun!”


  Crossing the flames, I jumped ahead. My open arms could finally reach her. I’ve always wanted to do this. I should have done this much sooner—I passionately embraced her. Finally, the pebble lost to the gravitational pull of the stars and fell. And with this, the distance between us has finally reached zero.


  “I was…I was always alone…If I didn’t show any results, nobody would have bothered to look at me…I thought that would never change, so…I…I…!”


  The heat hit my body at full force. Her spikes stabbed me in various places. The smoke filled my lungs. I could barely even breathe. But even so, with my final ounce of strength, I whispered into her ear.


  “I’m looking. I’m only looking at you. And I always will—”


  Then, the scorching temperature swallowed everything. All of our world was covered in blue flames and then burned down. But that only lasted for a moment, until it all disappeared. Like it was some sort of magic trick. Then again, it was the devil’s doing, so you may very well call it just that—Magic. All that was left was smoke…and me, as I collapsed to the ground. Then there was Ioka, trying desperately to pull me up. When I opened my heavy eyelids, I saw that she had returned to her usual self. Thank god…So the devil was finally exorcised.


  “Aruha-kun! Aruha-kun!”


  Even her voice was the same one I’d felt so familiar with. I could feel her large tears falling down on my face. I’m really glad. Ioka can cry again without the flames getting in the way. I tried to say something, but only emptiness left my mouth, coming from my burnt throat. My whole body hurt so incredibly much.


  Oh, I see. I guess…I’m going to die. But, that’s fine. I knew this could happen, and I was prepared for it. As my view turned white, I could still look at her. She stared down at me, crying violently. While my consciousness began to waver, I reached out for her with my hand. She took it and pulled it closer. Her hand felt as cold as ice…But it was a pleasant sensation.


  Ahh, damn it. Even though I promised her…That I’d always watch her. That’s why…I have to make it through this. If there is a devil watching right now, won’t you please grant my wish? I’ll pay whatever price you ask for. I tried to let out a voice with my throat, which only returned silence. Save me—I begged and begged, but no devil showed up.


  Right as my consciousness was about to give out, in the corner of my eyes, I could see several people appearing. They all wore white clothes. Some of them began to touch my body and slightly move me. Oh, I get it. The angels have come to pick me up—And that was the final thought running through my brain. But, I only found out after the event that those people weren’t actually angels.


  “Step back! We found one injured person! Transporting immediately!”


  I could feel my body being lifted. It was like the heavens had invited me to join them—


  Chapter 10 - The Star Falls Onto The Pebble


  A month has passed since then. The fire at Sakamaki Arena obviously made the news. Although most of the cameras turned useless because of the flames, they managed to find a single second that showed Ioka raising flames. This very video then went around like a wildfire. Many argued about the origin of this incident, with the police and fire force doing a thorough investigation. But in the end, they couldn’t reach an explanation and just labeled it as a mysterious explosion. After all, nobody would expect the culprit herself to start the flame in the center of it, and they wouldn’t even imagine that a devil was involved.


  Being at the center of the controversy, NarraTale was sincere and offered a thorough investigation of their circumstances, and they rushed for a judgment regarding safety measures at the show, the investigation proved their innocence. On the contrary, their quick judgment and dealing with the situation, as well as the aftermath, earned them praise. Since Ioka’s and NarraTale’s winter-fall collection ended up never going on sale, the topic blew up on social media. Clothes that might or might not have made it on the market were sold at high prices, making them unavailable to most people. Humanity is a weird construct, as you can see. The chief designer Tezuka Teruta said the following during an interview.


  “Through overcoming hardships, evil learns of the good in the world, as it changes from being a doll to becoming a human. And life is a story of many twists and turns. Once we from NarraTale have recovered from this incident, we will shine brighter than ever before. And I’m certain the same will be the case for Itou Ioka—”


  Another surprise following that was the fact that Rosy and Ioka ended up on pretty good terms. Since they were basically like mortal enemies from the moment I’d known them, I couldn’t even fathom what led to such a result, but it was better than before, at least. They both have the same job, so they’ll probably be able to share valuable information…or so I thought, but Rosy told me they were mostly just talking about. Seriously, what are they gossiping about? I feel like I want to know, but at the same time, I really don’t.


  Hearing about what had happened, Miu called me on the phone while bawling her eyes out, and decided to send me a list of historical rock songs to go through as homework because “You’ll probably be bored spending all that time in the hospital.” I feel like, in today’s day and age, a playlist would have done the trick, but just sending over random songs felt a bit haughty, so I didn’t say a thing. Most of the songs were pretty old, the majority of them in English, and they often had a lot of noise that made it hard to tell what was even happening. However, I felt connected to the passion behind the singers, desperately trying to make their voices heard. That’s also where I listened to the 20th Century Boy song for the first time.


  After being discharged, I could finally meet in person with Sai-san. There were a lot of things we talked about, but ultimately, it could all be summed up with one line.


  “See, everything worked out like I said it would.”


  I couldn’t even get angry at her. But, I’m going to have her treat me to some sushi sometime to make up for it. Of course, not just the conveyor belt one. And double of course, with Ioka there, too. Either way, despite being hospitalized, I made sure to log into my mobile games. Can’t miss that. And speaking of it, I haven’t seen Ioka for a while now. We were in contact through messages here and there, but I always used any kind of excuse to not see each other. First, I was hospitalized, and then I even took some time off school.


  There was something I had to do during that time. And until that deed was done, I couldn’t see her just yet. So, after I finished my homework, I showed up at school and called Ioka to the rooftop once classes were gone. I looked up at the faint clouds for a while, when I heard the rusty door with the broken lock open behind me. Naturally, it was Ioka, whom I hadn’t seen for so long. She closed the door behind her, slowly approaching me. We remained silent at first until she slowly opened her mouth.


  “Um…It’s been a while.”


  “Yeah, it really has.”


  “Are you…feeling better?”


  “Full recovery. Though the doctor still couldn’t believe it, since I was on death’s bed.”


  “Is that so…That’s good,” she showed a genuine sigh of relief.


  “Sai-san told me that Amy partially granted my wish. Although it’s a mystery how I didn’t get possessed.”


  “Wait a second. Who is this Amy?”


  “It’s the name of the devil who possessed you. There are 72 known demons, and the one who possessed you is the 58th.”


  “Oh, I see…So that’s why…”


  Another brief silence followed until Ioka once again looked at me.


  “Aruha-kun, I…”


  “What’s up?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said as she lowered her head, her facial expression looking like the world was about to end. “Possessed by that devil, I burned down everything…and I hurt you. That’s why you came to hate me. And that’s why you wouldn’t let me meet you, right? I understand, really. After all that I’ve done…”


  She gripped her fists next to her body, as she just rambled on without looking me in the eyes. I was a bit surprised at that reaction.


  “To be honest, I expected something along the lines of ‘A popular model like me is asking to meet you, so you do as I say’ instead of this.”


  “I-I couldn’t possibly…!”


  It wasn’t like her. But in that sense, it really showed her colors.


  “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you away. There was just something I had to do.”


  “Something…you had to do?”


  “Yup.”


  I took out a small box, neatly packaged, from my bag. There was even a blue ribbon on top of the box.


  “This is for you.”


  “Huh? F-For me?”


  “Who else is here?”


  I handed it to her, as Ioka acted like she was just shown a magic trick.


  “But why…”


  “Just open it.”


  She carefully removed the tape on the underside of the box, slowly removing the wrapping. Once done, she hesitated a bit before opening it.


  “Ah…!”


  She looked at the contents of the box and then back at me. Rinse and repeat.


  “But this…It can’t be…Why…!”


  “Would you put it on for me?”


  She took it out from the box with quivering hands, putting it into her hair.


  “How…do I look?”


  “Perfect. It fits you just fine.”


  It was a hairpin with a small, blue stone attached to it.


  “Thank you very much…But, why…?”


  “Mm…Just on a whim, I guess? Though it took me a lot of time to find this. And it didn’t feel right to meet you until I had it ready. It’s not anything crazy, but…I figured this would be best for you. I knew it’d look perfect on you.”


  “I…No, that doesn’t matter! How do you think I’ve felt all this time?! I was restless every day!”


  I could see tears building up in the corners of her eyes. Her voice sounded like it got stuck in her throat, and I think she was already close to breaking out in tears by the end.


  “But, you lost your charm, right?”


  “I told you it’s fine! Because…”


  “Yeah, I know. So, this isn’t a charm. Probably more like a landmark.”


  “A…landmark?”


  “I promised you, right? That’d I’d always watch you. And so, I’d need a landmark. Something to make sure I’d never lose sight of you again. So that you will have to rely on those flames no more.”


  I looked up at the sky. Back then, I made a promise. A stone…A pebble might not be able to shine as bright as a star…But even so, it can at least watch over the radiance it admires.


  “Aruha-kun, does that mean—”


  “Yeah. After all, I am your exorcist.”


  …Huh? I thought I’d felt the air around me change, so I looked over at Ioka. She was visibly disgruntled, giving me a stare like she couldn’t believe me. I really thought I nailed that line just now, so…Why? Meanwhile, Ioka scoffed at me, as if she tried to get rid of her tears.


  “…You know, I can be a pretty tiresome woman,” she said, as she started walking my way. “I always act so prideful, despite having no confidence at all.”


  Her beautiful face was closing in on me.


  “It might look like I’m trying hard, but I can be quite debauched and negligent.”


  Her long hair fell down her shoulders.


  “And by the way. I want to be treated in a special way, too.”


  Her sharp eyes captured me.


  “If you look at other girls too much, I might just burn up in a different emotion.”


  The blue stone shone in a profound color.


  “But, I’ll make sure to shine bright. With my own methods…so that you’ll never be able to look away. So—”


  In that next moment…


  “—Make sure you watch me, Aruha-kun.”
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  The world turned upside down. As if there never had been anything special from the moment it entered our plane of existence. Surely, there will be many more wishes in the future that we struggle to accomplish, only to eventually fail. And as long as our youth continues, there will be more devils coming our way. We’ll worry about it, be hurt by it, sometimes hurt others, and continue to live on. But, we’ll be fine.


  Even if the star burns up, even if the rock falls to the ground, we won’t die out like the dinosaurs. Because we know to not wish to the devils, but to the stars instead. And even now, the clear blue sky shone above our heads and continued endlessly.


  —AOHAL DEVIL—


  PURIFIED
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  Epilogue - Overdrive / Prologue - Distortion


  I was surprised, too. I never would have imagined that this was what would be waiting for me. I think I had made up my mind from the very beginning. Ever since you helped me that day. Not wanting to do anything, just letting time pass me by, with nobody blaming me. And yet, you stopped me. You saved what should have gotten broken. That’s why I wanted you to know. I wanted you to hear me out. I wanted to be close to you. From when I was a young kid, I thought these days would continue on until something would change one day. And I pretended not to realize the contradiction within my beliefs. You only realize the loss of something important once it’s gone.


  Where did I go wrong? Was it a sin for me to not try and grasp what never would have landed in my hands? Is its disappearance my punishment? It always goes this way. When I’m tasked to choose between either and or, I end up unable to choose at all. And if I could change that fate, I would be willing to offer whatever it takes.


  Listening to the warped guitar music playing in my headphones, I closed my eyes. And beyond my eyelids, I was chasing the rabbit that appeared in front of me.


  To be continued to


  —AOHAL DEVIL 2—
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Written by Akiya Ikeda Illustration by YUFOU
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BEDOAN—ZFT—F ¥

COFERICET 4 77T VAB DB

TV AMEELBHEHA

FErobFaaIvbTARI ) -4

Y oN—H% 4 FclEH: LT

B BT 72T DR 7

~— 7 NRERR R’ D IK B

:f‘i\ R F I '\“‘7]“\

vrEhEosboRPRRY—Y VS

DAERD L H DT RT

AELDE

F—R— F 74 Z

Design — Kaoru Miyazaki (KM GRAPH)
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