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  Prologue - Going Out


  I always wondered what going on a date felt like. After all, I never once fell in love with a boy. All the boys around me are just idiots, anyway. They only care about my height, my big breasts, or my beautiful face, anything related to my appearance, really. Isn’t that, like, pretty rude? If you told me to go on a date with people like that, I’d rather grab a gorilla from the zoo instead. Just eat your bananas and leave me alone.


  And yet, whenever I went anywhere with a girl, that never worked out, either. All the girls from Britain put on airs, not saying what they think. That’s why, they often just started keeping their distance from me without saying anything. Even though they’re hanging out together, they didn’t invite me. It made me realize that we weren’t even friends in the first place.


  Coming to Japan, I thought I’d be able to make friends. I was really excited to come here, too. But, I was wrong. Everyone had already made friends, so I didn’t find any place to fit in. Even when I met new people, they already had friend groups elsewhere. Of course, they’d all play along and talk to me, but that was it. In the beginning, I thought it was discrimination. Being in Britain, I was more Japanese. But in Japan, I was more British. And that, apparently, is why I didn’t have any place to belong to. Comparing myself to others, I always lacked confidence. I was always frustrated.


  So when I began working as a model, with everybody praising my appearance, I was really happy. I wanted to work a lot more, tried very hard, and felt fulfilled. I even appeared in magazines I knew. The brand I liked hired me as their model. But, a lot of things didn’t work out there. I got in a fight with Ioka and did something horrible to her. It first made me realize that, maybe it wasn’t discrimination at all. Maybe it was all my fault in the beginning. I caught on to many things that weren’t good about me. I didn’t immediately say whatever I felt, and when I was confused about something, I didn’t try to learn more about it. When I didn’t agree with something, I still nodded along. When I was lost in the conversation, I went ahead and showed that I was listening.


  I was incredibly surprised when most of my problems disappeared because of that. Even work had been more fulfilling and successful. It made me feel like I’d grown into an adult. Saying whatever you think is just so childish, right? Same with the things I don’t understand, I’ll just pretend I know. Nobody will find out. And yet, even though I’m so mature now, nobody would even accept me. Nobody saw the same scenery as me and bothered to talk. At home, I’d just get called childish, confusing me even more. Maybe I just have to work harder as a model? Maybe I need more experience? Will that allow me to grow?


  So when I heard the word “date” I was excited. I didn’t know what to do, so I looked it up online and chose clothes fitting for a date. I even watched movies as research. It’s so much easier to just wear what people tell you to. It’s so hard to find clothes that fit me! If I could just wear what I wanted, it’d be so much easier. I didn’t know left from right, but I read that the man was supposed to take the lead on a date. Good for me, he can handle the rest.


  In retrospect, I should’ve discussed this with someone, but I didn’t want to embarrass myself. Asking for help because I didn’t know something is what children do, right? I just want to be an adult as quickly as possible. So that I can make all the decisions myself. Do what I want, and love who I want. Because that’s what youth is all about, right?
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  Chapter 1 - Beef and Tomato Spaghetti with Balsamic Flavor


  “Hey, it’s morning. Wake up.”


  I opened the curtains, letting the light enter the room. Faint dust particles swirled through the air, as our surroundings began to brighten. She was still rolled up in her bed, looking like a white meat bun. Pulling the blanket off her, a sweet as candy, yet also heavy voice greeted me.


  “Still shleepy…”


  “You have to get up, or you’ll be late!”


  “I’m…fine…”


  “Ioka!”


  I called her name with a sharp tone, as the meat bun fell apart. With her hair a ruffled mess, she looked up at me in shock.


  “Wh-What time is it right now?!”


  “Seven. Don’t you have a shoot at nine?”


  “Th-That’s right!”


  I checked the clock hanging in the room, and then used her smartphone to confirm her schedule. In order for her to make it in time, she’ll have to leave in 30 minutes max. If we play our cards right, we might be able to clear this time trial.


  “Breakfast is ready, so eat up!”


  I rushed to the kitchen, heated the frying pan, and warmed up the omelet. During that time, I grabbed the lettuce, paprika, and tomato to stuff it all into a bowl, pouring dressing over it. Just at the right temperature, I dropped the omelet on a table and slid it on the counter. Ioka accepted it and carried it to the table, while I took out a fork from the shelf—24 minutes left.


  “It looks great…Time to dig in!”


  “Wait, the ketchup!”


  I ran over from the kitchen to open the white cap and pour a few red waves on the omelet. Ioka smiled happily and took a picture from the food, then threw her smartphone over on her bed.


  “What do you want to drink?”


  “If possible, some hot black tea…Ah, but, I have to prepare the clothes I’m wearing today!”


  “The ones you gave into cleaning the other day, right? I’ll go bring them, so you just eat.”


  “Ugh. Sorry, and thanks…”


  Good thing I warmed up some water just in case. I took back the ketchup to the kitchen and poured the water from the kettle into a cup while setting the timer. I washed some of the dishes while I was at it when the timer rang. I took out the teabag from the cup, throwing it away into the trash—19 minutes left.


  “Here’s your tea,” I placed the mug on the table where Ioka had just gulped down the last piece of lettuce.


  She wiped her mouth clean off the ketchup stuck to the side of it and grabbed the mug with both her hands to take a big sip. Since I didn’t use boiling hot water, it dampened the taste a bit, but we were short on time, so she had to make do with what we got.


  “Finished eating?”


  “Y-Yes!”


  “Then wash your face and fix your hair!”


  Ioka raised a scream looking like a lost sheep and stormed into the bathroom. She used a giant brush-like object to fix her bed hair and put on a face mask of sorts, which I could see thanks to the mirror in the bath. I could see countless other bottles lined up there, but I’m no expert in what any of those are for—12 minutes left.


  During the time she got ready, I ran into her room with all her clothes and brought the outfit she’d be wearing today. Returning to the living room, I took the clothes out of the transparent bag, which I promptly threw into the trash. I carefully placed the clothes on the bed to ensure they wouldn’t end up wrinkly.


  “What about your shoes?!”


  “Um, since I’m going with a casual look…the bit loafers!”


  The two of us screamed at each other so that we wouldn’t lose against the loud sound of the dryer.


  “Got it! As for color…The black ones, right?”


  “Correct! Well done!”


  “All the fruits of being dragged around are finally showing!”


  We finished comparing answers, so I rushed back to the room with all the clothes and placed the shoes at the front entrance. Before I ended up like this with Ioka, I didn’t even know the term bit or loafer, but I guess you get accustomed to anything if you stick around long enough. I rushed back to the living room, where I ran into Ioka in the middle of changing. Her white skin shone so bright it almost blinded me, with her well-endowed chest drawing an incredible contrast to her slender arms and legs. Her mint-green underwear was only emphasized because of her skin, too.


  “I told you not to suddenly start changing, right?!”


  “We don’t have time, so it’s fine!”


  I raised a stream of frustration while doing a clean drift to turn my back to her, but Ioka really didn’t mind all that much. Whenever she was in working mode, she always acted like this, but I couldn’t just flip a switch and move on. I cursed the profession of being a model in my mind and checked the time—4 minutes left.


  “You done changing?”


  “Yes!”


  Standing around after receiving the answer, I was greeted by Itou Ioka. She turned around a few times, checking if everything fit. That sight of hers left me entranced for a moment. She looked perfect—A model admired by everybody. A working woman with a flawless body. She might not be putting on much makeup, but that would have just been more spice. This appearance sought out, loved, and admired by many was now right in front of me. If I reached out to her, she’d be in reach. And we share a relationship where I would be allowed to do that.


  And each morning I think to myself that I am the only one who knows about her messy hair, awful sleep position, and drowsy look in her eyes whenever she wakes up. The metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a beautiful butterfly was a sight only meant for me. Of course, even that was probably nothing compared to all the effort she has put up over the years. Even so, I knew a few small percent of her body was made up of my breakfast. She asked me to look at her, and just by doing this, I felt fulfilled. Like I belong here. It’s the sensation of having found what I have to do.


  “Ah, have to bring out the trash…”


  That voice pulled me back to reality and I checked the time. Zero minutes left…Wait, zero? She’s already late!


  “I’ll take care of the rest! You be on your way, Ioka!”


  “Ugh…Aruha-kun, thank you so—”


  “Just be on time if you want to thank me!”


  “O-Okay!”


  “Did you forget anything?”


  “Ah, my smartphone!”


  She finished putting on her shoes and checked the inside of her bag, only to let out a shriek. I dashed over to the bed, picked up the phone, and put it into Ioka’s hand.


  “Here!”


  “Thank you…”


  “Ioka.”


  “Yes?”


  “Have fun and stay safe.”


  “…Yes! I’ll see you later, Aruha-kun!”


  The smile she showed me as she left through the door shone even brighter like the morning sun, almost like she was a dazzling star in the night sky. As she turned around, the stone on her hairpin glittered. It’s a radiance only I know of…the landmark I always have to fall back to. My goal I have to move toward.
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  Looking at the time, she ended up with a minus 2 on the time limit. I guess that’s probably the two minutes I spent being utterly entranced by her beauty. But if Ioka rushes to the train station, she should make it in time. Checking the calendar on my phone, it said we were already in spring. It’s been quite some time since I saw Ioka burning up on the rooftop. That day, my special kind of youth was born, which brought me here today—to see Ioka off from her own home. With no devil, I never would have experienced this. Thinking about it this way sure feels weird. I wouldn’t say I’m thankful to the devil, but becoming an exorcist isn’t all bad, I guess.


  Either way, our spring as third-year students has only just begun. And even now, Ioka and I are dating.


  * * *


  “Man…”


  “What’s up, Aruha? You look like Marilyn Manson there.”


  “I don’t even know who that is, but I feel like I know exactly what you’re talking about.”


  Arriving at my classroom and leaning against my desk’s chair, I gazed up at the ceiling when Miu looked down at me. Her hair from the inside shone bright, almost translucent, from the backlight. After we moved up to being in our third year, our classrooms changed, and although Miu and I ended up in the same class, we weren’t seat neighbors like before. At first, I had to accept that some things just changed as time progressed, but she still came over to my seat pretty much every morning, so it still was the same as before.


  “I’m fine. Ioka’s just been causing me a lot of stress first thing in the morning.”


  “First thing in…Hold on, are you staying over at her place?!”


  “That’d make things a lot easier, honestly. I’m commuting every morning.”


  Stopping by Ioka’s place to then head off to school had turned into my daily routine. I would get ready myself and then head over to see her, supporting her since she struggled to get out in the morning, see her off, and then come to school. Granted, it can be pretty draining, but it’s nothing compared to running 10 km every morning.


  “I see…You almost gave me a heart attack.”


  “A heart attack?”


  “Ah, well, you know…right?”


  I pushed my body forward and met eyes with Miu, who was fidgeting awkwardly for some reason. Seeing that, I understood what she was trying to say.


  “Ah…”


  “Th-That reaction makes things only more embarrassing! Forget I said anything!”


  After we managed to exorcise Miu’s devil, a lot happened…but thankfully, we managed to go back to how we were before. That said, it took a lot of effort…well, on the surface. What happened can’t be easily erased, after all. Personally, I try to let bygones be bygones, but Miu still feels guilty about what happened. Even if I’m her exorcist, someone directly linked to the case, I can’t make those feelings go away for her. She knows what she’s done, how she felt, and I’ve accepted that, but she needs to draw her own conclusion first.


  “Huh? Miu, you still got the hots for Mr. Boyfriend?” Rosy appeared, showing close to no hesitation when she dropped that bomb.


  Even now, whenever she had the free time, she’d show up at our high school division. At first, many gave her dubious looks considering her tall stature and almost transparent hair, but now most people had gotten used to it.


  “R-Rosy-chan, what are you talking about?!”


  “But you’ve got that guy, right? What was his name again…”


  “Umi-kun and I aren’t like that just yet!”


  “Oh…Yet? So we need another strategy meeting?”


  “E-Enough about that! Another time!”


  The blushing Miu only shrunk more faced with the tall Rosy looking down at her. You really can’t tell who’s the older person. After the regular Miu teasing ended, Rosy changed the topic.


  “Hey, can Rosy come over to Ioka’s place today? She wants to try Mr. Boyfriend’s cooking.”


  “I don’t think I have any right to…Wait, how do you know about that?”


  “Ioka uploaded a photo of her breakfast and bragged about it. The food porn!”


  “She did but…that’s what she said about it?”


  Since I was living alone, I’d be making breakfast just for myself, but making it for two people was a lot cheaper in terms of using ingredients, so I’ve made it a habit to make Ioka’s breakfast, too. Because of that, Ioka would often brag to Rosy, which makes me happy, but also not really. Of course, visiting a popular model’s home every day could bring its own share of problems, but Shimizu-san just said ‘Thanks for making sure Ioka eats properly. If you ever run into any problem, just let me know and I’ll take care of it’ so he thanked me more than anything. He added a defeated ‘Normally, I should be the one to do that’ but I still feel like that shouldn’t be in his job description. Even if he’d like to do that.


  “But wait, is Ioka-chan still running every morning?”


  “She’s been so busy at work that her stamina wouldn’t allow her.”


  “Ioka-chan…out of steam?! Is she going to war every morning?!”


  “Watching her every morning, it sure does look that way.”


  But in return, it also showed that, up to this point, she still had energy to spare, which is even more amazing. Being busy at work as a model is definitely better, though.


  “Oh, right! Rosy’s been helping out here and there, too. It’s getting rough.”


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  Rosy’s comment got Miu’s attention, so she asked that question.


  “It looks like there’s a cold going around at work, so a lot of models got knocked out.”


  “Oh, that’s scary…Is it infectious?”


  “Probably? Shiito’s been walking around wearing a mask and gloves, disinfecting the place. Well, Rosy feels bad for the people, but she’s not gonna complain about more work.”


  What I realized through spending time with Ioka and Rosy is that you can’t just ask for more work if you want it. Of course, you can do your best when it comes to auditions, but the biggest factor is to gain publicity so that more jobs come your way. Only a small portion of models manage to get a constant flow of work, and you will never know what the future holds. So, wanting to go to the utmost limit, like Ioka and Rosy, was probably a wise thought. It shows just how difficult it is to grasp your dream in this field. And Shimizu-san’s wish for them not to overdo it might be a result of what he previously experienced, or because he knows how harsh the model world is.


  “Oh yeah, did you guys already fill out your career surveys?”


  “Ah,” I let out a panicked voice.


  I remembered there being something like that. I looked into the storage space of my desk, where I found the paper in question. But of course, the blanks were still empty.


  “Does Ioka-chan even have one since she hasn’t come to school lately?”


  “I’ll grab it for her. Did you already fill out yours, Miu?”


  “Um…I’m just gonna go with a regular university…” She said while looking down, showing a complete lack of confidence.


  Seeing that, Rosy jumped up and down.


  “So you’re bad at studying Miu? Just like Rosy, then!”


  “Weeell…”


  Miu stuffed her hands into her hoodie’s pockets and showed a vague smile, so I decided to speak up for her.


  “You probably don’t know, but she’s in the top three of our student year, and ranked high in the mock exams. She might even get into Jouhoku University at this rate.”


  “Wait, what?! You’re hella smart, then! That’s a surprise!”


  Rosy’s eyes shot wide open, saying something subliminally rude with no remorse.


  “Haha…Well, I just think that not many people really give it their all for the exams. And the test scores show no reflection on rock, so I don’t see much value in it. You and Ioka-chan are a lot more amazing than me, I’m sure,” she said and shrugged her shoulders.


  I know that she’s not just being humble, this is how she really thinks. In that way, I don’t blame Rosy for being surprised. Miu never considered it an achievement, so she saw no reason to even bring it up in conversation. If she considered herself amazing in that, the devil probably wouldn’t have possessed her. For someone like me, it was something admirable, but she just saw it as something normal.


  “Is there something you wanna do at university, Miu?” I asked.


  “Hm…I’d like to have a job in the music world, that’s for sure. So maybe a place where I can study up on the culture or society in context would be great. But of course, I’m still gonna stay in the band! Even Brian May studied at law school and became a lawyer in the end!”


  “Y-You got it all marked down, huh?”


  “You looked surprised at that fact, Aruha…”


  “Sorry, didn’t mean it like that. I was just admiring that you actually gave it a lot of thought.”


  I feel like I understand the reason she always lacked confidence. Ioka and Rosy had already found the field they wanted to wander into, and they had managed to accumulate results, too. Of course, not many people like that exist, but seeing it this close to you, it can definitely drag you down. Then again, Miu had already set her eyes on music, so she had her own reason to be proud. That said, the reason I thought so highly of Miu was only half the truth. The other half…was simply jealousy. I was jealous that she had already found her path.


  “How nice…”


  And yet, I heard Rosy mumbling these words, making me panic if I wasn’t the one talking to myself. However, Miu immediately realized who it came from.


  “What’s wrong, Rosy-chan? You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  “You’re still in middle school, remember? You don’t have to worry about anything yet. Plus, you already get tons of experience as a model this early, so I’m honestly pretty jealous.”


  “Yeah…”


  “Rosy-chan?” Miu gave Rosy a worried look.


  Granted, since Rosy was taller than her, she had to look up for that. Rosy must have realized that Miu worried about her, so she immediately flashed a cheerful expression.


  “You know, Rosy doesn’t really understand much about her career and future and all that, but she’s worried because of exams! Can’t you teach Rosy a bit, Miu?”


  “Erm…I don’t mind, but I don’t think I’m enough for that.”


  “Then Mr. Boyfriend can join!”


  The conversation was suddenly flung my way, so I couldn’t hide my sour expression.


  “Actually, I’ve got a mountain of work to do at Ioka’s place, so…”


  “Huuuh? So you don’t have time for other women?”


  “That’s not exactly true, but…”


  “Also, Ioka can just join us, right? That tyrannosaurus is probably falling behind on her studies anyway. Bet she’s got a small brain. She probably needs the help way more than Rosy.”


  “Ugh…I can’t deny that…”


  Since she reads all sorts of complicated books and articles, you’d think she’s got a decent head on her shoulders, but since she’s got a lot more work recently, her grades have started to become concerning. Since Rosy’s in a similar situation, she’s probably more than aware of that. She just pretends to be nonchalant about it.


  “Well…I’ll check if she’s got the time.”


  “Wohooo! Then we’ll do it this weekend.”


  “That’s pretty abrupt. I’ll see if that’ll work out,” I said, to which Rosy jumped for joy and twirled on the spot.


  With her tall body, I was careful that she wouldn’t bump into anything, so I pushed my desk and chair out of the way. Meanwhile, Miu evaded Rosy’s body while gazing at me.


  “Aruha, are you sure that’s okay? Ioka-chan’s pretty busy, right?”


  “She should be fine.”


  “I see…Well, I’m looking forward to it then,” Miu showed a relieved expression and smiled.


  While that happened, I grew curious about Rosy. Ioka said that a model’s career can be extremely short. So much so that starting a career at her age could already be too late. In that sense, Rosy seems to have it all under control. She doesn’t have to worry about entrance exams since she’ll just move on to our high school division, and she’s got a lot of success in the model industry. Granted, there was a time she got off too strong on others around her, but Ioka told me she’s relaxed a lot more, opening up to others. Well, since she still comes barging in here, I doubt she gets along with the people in her own class. Because of her tall stature, it was something you could forget easily, but she was still in middle school. It’s obvious that she’d grow at a fast pace.


  So, is even someone like Rosy worried about her future? I thought of hearing out her problems if she had any, but then I realized that this wasn’t even my job to begin with. I don’t even know what to put on my own career survey, so I’m the one who’d need the advice. Just like now, there are times when I feel like a child. I get conscious of this unsurmountable gap between me and the girls since I still don’t know what to do. Am I really spending my youth the way it’s intended? And then I worry. What if a devil starts to possess me? It would tell me just what my wish really is. I fixed the crumbled career survey document on my desk, but the scars remained, creating lines that shouldn’t be there in the first place.


  * * *


  “Do you even need to ask? I’m going to enroll at a fashion school.”


  I munched on the tomato spaghetti I made while listening to Ioka’s statement. After classes ended for the day, I went back to my own place to finish the overdue housework and then headed right back out to the nearest supermarket to shop for ingredients to use at Ioka’s home. Using the spare key she gave me, I did a bit of cleaning and finished the laundry. Since there wasn’t much flavor to his place other than her clothes, I swiftly grabbed the vacuum and went through the rooms, grabbed any laundry or towels to put into the drum-shaped laundry machine, which completed that portion of the work. The only thing I don’t touch is her clothes since she hands most of them into cleaning. But even without that, it’s a lot of work to do, so by the time I’m done, Ioka will finish her work and come home.


  The brief exchange of “I’m home” and “Welcome back” paired with her smile became like a daily routine to me. From that point on, Ioka would change into more comfortable clothes, and take off her makeup, while I made dinner. Once done, we’d enjoy the meal together. In a way, it felt like we were a family. And when I brought up the career survey from school, she threw that answer at me.


  “However, I will consider the department. After all, I’ve built up somewhat of a career thanks to my model work already, so instead of learning about the same thing at a specialist school, I might as well broaden my horizons in the process. I could go in the direction of becoming a designer, but Tezuka-san already has that all marked down in NarraTale. That said, my career as a model will only go on for so long, so I have to observe the right timing to switch, and—”


  “You’re amazing, Ioka.”


  “No, not at all. I still am lacking in a lot of aspects.”


  “Not that. Since you’ve already decided on the path you’ll take.”


  A goal far up in the sky, paired with a bottomless desire to improve. That’s what makes me want to watch her forever. My eyes gazed over at the stone attached to her hairpin. As long as she carries that radiance with her, I will not lose my way. And this very light was currently directed at me, as she ate my spaghetti. This feeling of being able to support Ioka on her journey to accomplish her dream fills me with bottom fulfillment. That’s why, when she threw that question at me, I couldn’t immediately find an answer.


  “What do you plan on doing, Aruha-kun?”


  “I…”


  Struggling to respond, I stabbed my fork at the mini tomato inside my salad, pretending to struggle to get it stabbed by my sharp silverware. However, Ioka seemed to have made up her mind either way and stepped over the line.


  “So, Aruha-kun…Should we really continue like this?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well…All you do is look after me, so…You don’t really have any time for yourself, right…?”


  “Whether or not I make it here or at home doesn’t change much.”


  “That’s not what I mean…!”


  I knew she wouldn’t back down with just that. It’s my fault for trying to play it off. I stabbed my fork into the small tomato and carried it to my mouth.


  “What I want to do is look after you. Seeing you do your best is all I need.”


  “Is…that so…”


  For a moment, it felt like there was a shadow crossing Ioka’s face. However, this was rolled up around her together with the spaghetti, disappearing instantly.


  “Oh yeah, I forgot to mention. I was actually invited to a party held by NarraTale this year.”


  “Oh, really?”


  I pretended not to notice that she awkwardly changed the topic and commented.


  “Only those chosen by NarraTale after showing great results are allowed to attend that party. It’s a special party, see. Tezuka-san is even writing the invitations! Look!”


  She showed me an envelope made of thick paper I’d never seen before, looking like it had a stamp made with red wax on it. Since it already gave off this odd vibe, I could understand that only a few people were invited to the thing.


  “That’s pretty amazing.”


  “Yes, so…Actually, I’m allowed to bring one person with me…Would you like to come, too, Aruha-kun?”


  “No way! They’d just give me weird looks, wondering who I am!”


  She shouldn’t bring some acquaintance with her, but instead someone she can actually introduce to the higher-ups.


  “But I want to see you in a suit again and enjoy the party, Aruha-kun.”


  “I’m not some PocketMon you can just drag around and show off, and if we ran into a battle, I’d faint within two seconds.”


  “Can’t you at least try to fight for my sake?”


  “I can already see the screen turning black…”


  “But we haven’t even gone on a date yet!”


  That outburst made everything clear. In truth, we are going out right now. And it’s been some time since our relationship began. However, most of that time was spent staying at home, and on the weekends, she was often busy with photoshoots. And considering the popularity Ioka carried, we couldn’t exactly walk around town and enjoy a normal date.


  “Yeah, but…your model work is important, so…”


  “What was that? I’m important?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “What? So I’m not important?”


  “Ugh…You are, but…”


  “I can’t hear you!”


  “You’re more important!”


  She nodded in satisfaction and placed the fork on her empty plate.


  “Thank you for the food. It was delicious.”


  “…Glad to hear that.”


  I looked at Ioka’s clean and empty plate and then my own, where I hadn’t made any progress, sighed once and returned to eating. No matter how much time passes, I never get used to this. She doesn’t need to confirm my feelings at every turn, they won’t change that easily. As she was done eating, Ioka grabbed some fashion magazines, leaped on her bed, and began reading.


  “Haaah…I’m full. I don’t think I can keep on living without you, Aruha-kun. If you can’t decide on your career, then why don’t you just become my housewife?”


  “Sorry, but becoming the caretaker for a dinosaur is not an option.”


  “Booo!”


  I didn’t like being played with all the time, so I went for an effective counter. That said, deep down, I also wished that I could spend the rest of my days like this.


  “Alright,” I said, having finished my own portion of the meal, and went to wash the dishes.


  Since I took care of most of the dishes while cooking today’s food, it didn’t take me long to finish. Turning on the tap that sprayed water everywhere, I raised my voice’s volume.


  “Oh yeah, how’s your body feeling?”


  “My body? Would you like to see?”


  “No thanks! Why would you even think that?!”


  “Thanks to all the food you cook, my nutritional balance has improved a lot, and although I’m not getting as much exercise as before, my body hasn’t lost shape whatsoever…”


  “You say you gained weight easily, but are you sure that’s not just because you stuffed yourself full to cope with the stress?”


  “N-No, of course not…If that was the case, why did I have to jog every single morning?!”


  “I think it allowed you to build up valuable stamina, so isn’t that good? Helps you with work, too.”


  “That might be the case, but…”


  Stamina and endurance related closely to health, is what I wanted to say when I was reminded of Rosy talking about that sickness going around.


  “I heard there’s a cold making rounds, huh?”


  “That’s right. I have to be careful I don’t catch it myself. I wouldn’t want to cause you any harm, after all.”


  She’s pretty much accepted that I’d be nursing her back to health if she got sick, huh?


  “Also, Rosy talked about holding a study group here this weekend.”


  “That girl just wants to fool around, nothing more. Plus, she’s still in middle school, and so is the range of what she would have to learn. How does that help me?”


  “Miu’s gonna teach her.”


  “Miu-san will…? Now that sounds enticing…”


  “But you’re busy with work, right? No need to stress yourself out more.”


  “Actually, I’m starting to get concerned with my grades, so it might be time to focus back on my studies.”


  “I knew you’d say that. I’ll let them know.”


  I finished washing the dishes, sighed once, and thus finished my daily duties. It was close to 10 p.m., so the exhaustion of the day was slowly catching up with me.


  “Anyway, I think I’ll be heading home now. See you tomorrow.”


  I grabbed my bag and hung it over my shoulder, as Ioka came to see me off, yet it seemed like she wanted to say something.


  “Um…I know I keep saying this, but you can stay over if you’d like. You’ll be coming early tomorrow anyway, right? And we…technically are dating…”


  “Ah…Well, considering everything…and after what happened…”


  It was absolutely an enticing invitation. But my rejection consisted more of contextual phrases than anything. The ‘considering everything’ part referred to the possibility of a scandal, with Shimizu-san saying that he’ll take care of any trouble, but we should still keep a clean front. The ‘after what happened’ portion referred to the time Miu, looking like Ioka, tried to forcefully win me over, so the memory still remained in my mind, and I couldn’t shake off these complicated feelings. Of course, I knew all too well that I was just making vapid excuses. I love Ioka, and if she’s fine with it, then I should have no reason to decline. Plus, it’d save me a lot of time commuting in the morning. And yet, I still found myself shaking my head.


  “Well…Anyway, I’m going home.”


  “I…see. Then please be careful on your way home.”


  “Will do. See you tomorrow.”


  I left the room, took the elevator down, and stepped out of the flat. The late-night air of the city entered my lungs, as I took a deep breath and went on my way home.


  * * *


  I got a call from Shimizu-san the very next day. I saw off Ioka to her job like always, went to school myself, and talked with both Miu and Rosy. The only difference was that we only had classes for half the day, so I had to wait longer for Ioka to come home. But with nothing to do, I was lost on how to spend the time. How did I even live my life before meeting Ioka? On my way home from school, my phone vibrated, with Shimizu-san on the other end. I didn’t wait long to accept his call.


  “Hello?”


  “Lad, apologies for the sudden call. Is Ioka doing okay?”


  Well, all his calls were sudden, but that was beside the point.


  “Yes, I think so. She eats well, sleeps a lot more…Well, I feel like she would need a bit more sleep, but not to the point I’m afraid she might collapse at any moment. Though she’s been exercising not that much as of late.”


  “She was exercising too much before, if you ask me. Having her take it easy is plenty.” Shimizu-san spoke that far and waited for a moment.


  Something felt off, so I prepared myself.


  “So, you probably heard about it, but we’ve got a cold making rounds at the agency. I’d appreciate it if you looked after Ioka.”


  “Yes, of course…Is there anything bothering you?”


  “Nothing specific, really. However, the way it’s spreading doesn’t make much sense to me.”


  “It was happening at the agency, right?”


  “I mean, we’re sterilizing and disinfecting regularly…But the models who actually came down with it all never had any contact with each other.”


  I wanted to ask if he was sure about that, but knowing him, he probably had checked through everything several times.


  “So in fact, all the models who fell sick are affiliated with our agency, but the agency can’t possibly be the breeding ground. I thought they were all heading to one location together, but it seems like that isn’t the case, either. So, they either all caught it privately, or there’s something else that I just haven’t figured out. Either way, we can’t pin down a way to solve this issue if we’re left in the dark, just ensuring that nobody else catches it. Our bread and butter are our models, after all, so if we have to put a halt to their jobs, it’ll hurt us big time. I wish there was a way to get us out of this mess…” Shimizu-san sighed once. “Sorry, I just keep telling you way too much every time. What I’d like to ask is that you watch over Ioka. If she seems to be feeling ill or anything like that, contact me immediately. And be mindful of where she goes, just for reference.”


  “Understood.”


  If Ioka were to collapse in this situation, it would hurt both her and the agency. It’d bring more harm than I could possibly imagine.


  “Sorry to suddenly put this on you, but I’m counting on you,” so he rounded up the conversation, but he never hangs up first, and I know that.


  Must be his practice as a manager at work. Hence, I said a few final parting words and then pressed the red button on my screen. Since I was talking with him on the way home, I already stood at my front door. As this was all part of my routine, I didn’t think much and just took out my key, when something felt off. I felt no resistance when trying to unlock the door, meaning it wasn’t locked.


  “…Huh?”


  I looked around in confusion when I spotted a single car. It was a white car with a red-yellow scorpion emblem drawn on it. This told me instantly that the car belonged to Sai-san…But, why? Thinking about it logically, Sai-san should be inside. It wasn’t entirely unthinkable, since she did have a spare key to the house in case anything happened. But if she used that…does that mean she had a reason it had to be now? I carefully turned the doorknob, trying to open the door as quietly as possible. But at that very moment, as if the other side had been waiting for me to do so, the door opened from the inside. I immediately stepped backward and prepared myself. Countless possibilities filled my mind, as my brain was screaming warning on full blast. And yet, the sight in front of me betrayed all of that.


  “Welcome back.”


  Dark hair, white skin, round eyes, and a faint smile on her mouth. The face greeting me was all too familiar.


  “Sis…? Sis Yomiko…?!”


  “I’m home, Aruha,” Sis said and gently embraced me.


  Chapter 2 - I’m Home, and, Nice to Meet You


  “Sis Yomiko?! Where have you been?! We were so worried, you know?!”


  For a moment, I doubted my eyes. The older sister I thought I’d lost suddenly stood in front of me. I thought I was dreaming. But the gentle smile of hers, paired with the sensation of her embrace, was exactly how I remembered it all those years ago. She’s back. She really is back…


  “I’m so sorry. I’ve been dying to see you this whole time, Aruha.”


  Her warm voice filled up my body. I had forgotten this feeling, so my eyes began watering.


  “Oh dear, Little Bro? Are you crying?” Sai-san showed her face from behind Sis.


  “Sai-san! Did you find her?!”


  “Haha, I would’ve loved to. Could have earned a big favor with you, after all,” she shrugged her shoulders as usual, as she moved next to Sis.


  Seeing them together like this filled me with nostalgia. They’d always been friends, always together, and I spent most of my life watching their backs.


  “I came back to see you, Aruha.”


  “Where have you been this whole time?! It’s…it’s been three years!”


  “Well, there was something I had to do regarding my research, so I went all over the place.”


  “Research? You mean about the devils?”


  “Yes. But, it’s calmed down a lot now,” she said and smiled once again.


  Seeing that, I realized for the first time…that I had been worried. All this time, I wondered where she could have been. But when that relief set in, I caught on to two things. First, her scent. It was an odd fragrance resembling coconut, something I wasn’t used to from her. Then again, she was gone for three whole years, it’s not weird that she changed a lot during that time. The other…was related to her face. Her red eye was covered by an eyepatch. It went all the way around her head, showing that it had been made to fit her size, held together by string.


  “Sis, that eye…What happened?”


  “I got hurt a while back. But it’ll recover soon enough, so don’t worry.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  It looked to be made of gauze, with lots of attention to detail. I would imagine she’d be using it for a long time. Is it a grave injury, I wonder. Maybe while she was away on her journey…But what was she even doing during that time? Was it really that dangerous? Doubts and worries grew inside of me, but when I was met with her gentle smile, everything just melted away.


  “You must be tired from your long journey, right? Just take it easy tonight and let Little Bro look after you.”


  “Thanks for taking me back, Sai-chan.”


  “Yeah…Can’t say no to a request of yours, after all.”


  “And take care of what I asked, yeah?”


  “Gotcha. I’ll look for it.”


  Sai-san passed by Sis and I, putting on her shoes.


  “Hey, Little Bro?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Actually—” She looked at me through her glasses, but eventually shook her head and just smiled. “No, it’s nothing. I’m happy for you.”


  “Hm? Um, thanks?”


  After that, Sai-san didn’t say a word and just left through the front door. It felt weird to me, but I could only let it slide. Finally, I heard the car engine in the distance, paired with the car speeding off. Now it was just Sis and me left. She returned back inside and sat down on the sofa. A vibrant green suitcase stood in the living room, telling me she probably just got home. I could see several goods necessary for a long journey almost falling out.


  “Come here, Aruha,” she stared at me, calling out to me from behind.


  Turning around, she greeted me with a kind smile like always. I always wondered what kind of face I should make if I were to see her again. As she was gone for three years, with nobody knowing where she ran off to, I wondered if she’d ever come back and if she did, what I should say. Yet now that I could look into her eyes, all those worries were blown away. It felt like she’d just been here yesterday, and I felt the same way as back then.


  “Sis, there’s so many things we have to talk about. So much happened while you were gone…”


  “Sai-chan filled me in on most of it. I heard you even exorcised devils while I was gone.”


  “Yeah…It was really difficult.”


  “You did great,” she pulled on my hand and made me sit down next to her.


  She placed my head on her lap, looking down at me. I’m not a little child anymore. Getting a lap pillow like this was incredibly embarrassing, but I also couldn’t fight it, either.


  “That reminds me, I heard you got yourself a girlfriend?” She caressed my hair and gave me a teasing grin.


  “U-Um…I guess, we technically are dating.”


  “Technically? Isn’t that rather rude toward your girlfriend?”


  “M-Maybe…?”


  “You absolutely are. But, I would love to meet her.”


  “I’ll introduce her. She’s…a wonderful person.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  I stared at her lips, still smiling down at me, and decided to open my mouth.


  “Sis, tell me. Where have you been all this time? What were you doing?”


  And yet, Sis didn’t answer my question. She just narrowed her eyes.


  “Enough about me for now. I’m much more worried about you. Sorry for leaving you all alone all these years. You must have been lonely, right?”


  I suddenly realized how exhausted I really was. She continued to caress me, like bringing a child to sleep, so I took her hand and rubbed it. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t just making things up. I wanted to make sure she’d never leave again.


  “Come on, what happened while I was gone? Tell me, Aruha.”


  Her words entered my mind, making my brain feel numb. I couldn’t really think straight anymore. A feeling of relief filled my body, as a strong gravitational force kept my body glued on the sofa. But of course, Sis is my one and only family.


  “Okay, Sis—”


  And then, my whole world turned dark.


  * * *


  “Aruha-kun, I was waiting for you. Are you okay? Why didn’t you show up this morning—”


  The following day’s afternoon, I came to Ioka’s home. When she opened the door to greet me, she gave me an incredibly anxious gaze. Understandably so, because I didn’t show up to her place this morning, nor did I answer her texts or calls. But, that was completely out of my control. I didn’t even realize that I had fallen asleep last night until I woke up in my bed. Nor do I know how long I slept since that happened right after I got home. When I woke up, it was already past noon, too. Maybe I was just that exhausted without even knowing.


  Sis told me that I’d fallen asleep while telling her about everything that had happened. I was a bit worried since I had no memory of what exactly I came clean about, but Sis is someone researching devils, so it shouldn’t have been so bad. We’re a family, too. And…


  “Sorry to show up on such a sudden notice. Oh, you must be my little brother’s girlfriend, right? Thank you for looking after him.”


  “Huh? Um, what…” Ioka panicked and pointed at the woman, then looked at me, as her mouth opened and closed in shock.


  “Sorry for this chaos, Ioka. This is my older sister. She came back just yesterday.”


  “Y-Your…your sister?!”


  I don’t blame her for being shocked. I still can’t believe it. I thought it might be better to wait a day or two to introduce them, but Sis just told me to bring her over. Of course, I should have let Ioka know beforehand, but I could barely even comprehend the situation myself. And I wouldn’t have known what to say.


  “Yeah, she just got back, and she desperately wanted to meet you, so…I took her with me. Sis, this is, um…”


  “N-Nice to meet you. My name is Itou Ioka. Aruha-kun and I are, um…”


  “So you’re Ioka-chan I see. I have to say, I didn’t think Aruha would be dating such a wonderful person. I feel proud as his older sister.”


  “Oh Sis, can you not?”


  “No, please. You have such a caring younger brother. He’s a great cook, and he’s good at cleaning and doing the laundry…”


  Listening to Ioka start counting, as Sis narrowed her eyes.


  “Oh? That almost sounds like you’re living together.”


  “No, no! It’s not like that! I just check up on her in the morning and go home in the evening.”


  “Ohh…You really surprised me there. But, wouldn’t it be fine? It’s important to deepen your bonds in your relationship.”


  “We’re not deepending anything!”


  “I-I’m sorry, it’s just…your brother always looks after me, so…”


  Because of this sudden development, Ioka seemed just as bewildered, not even knowing what she was saying anymore.


  “You can drop it, too, Ioka. But anywhere, where are Miu and Rosy?”


  “They’re inside studying.”


  “Do you mind if I join?”


  “Of course not. Please come in.”


  Ioka and I headed inside first, with Sis following after that. On our way, Ioka sent me a few glances, but either because the message attached to it was too complicated, or she didn’t know what to say, I couldn’t fully decipher it. And honestly, I’m still just as shaken by this.


  “Ah, there you are, Aruha. Took you long enough.”


  Contrary to what I was told, only Miu sat at the table.


  “Huh? Where’s Rosy?”


  “The bathroom.”


  Looking at the textbooks on the table, they mostly dealt with topics you’d see in middle school. The notebook next to it had something written in it too…Probably basic Japanese letters. But the handwriting was so awful I could barely even read it.


  “Hey, Aruha, listen to this. Rosy-chan isn’t all that great at Japanese to begin with.”


  “O-Oh…?”


  To be fair, it’s not that far-fetched to think, considering she’s lived in Britain for most of her life, and only her mother is Japanese. It’s impressive she can actually speak it this fluently. Reading and writing is an entirely different behemoth to tackle.


  “The workbooks are still adding furigana to indicate the reading of kanji, so I bet she’s still struggling in her day-to-day life—” Miu spoke that far when she spotted Sis standing behind me and Ioka, stepping on the brakes full-throttle.


  And what a clean stop that was.


  “…Um, who might you be?”


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Yomiko.”


  “Yomiko-san…Could you be a model friend of Ioka-chan’s?”


  “A good guess.”


  As Miu was utterly confused at Sis’s comment, I delivered an explanation.


  “Miu, she’s my older sister.”


  “Wha…Huuuh?!”


  Explaining what had happened, Miu went from an expression of utter shock to nodding multiple times, repeating the same “I’m so happy for you” while holding back the tears. She really is such a good person. Then, when I introduced Miu to Sis, she…


  “Ah, you must be that rabbit girl.”


  Followed by those words, Ioka and Miu looked at each other.


  “So, Aruha, is she…”


  “Yeah. She’s the same as Sai-san—An exorcist.”


  “So, then…she knows what happened…when I was possessed?”


  “Of course, I’ve heard the majority of it,” Sis bluntly exclaimed.


  “Waaaaaah!”


  I didn’t remember what I told her, so I could only say “probably” in my mind. In response, Miu blushed aggressively, as her legs flapped up and down. Ioka had cast her head down, shaking. But Sis just continued to smile.


  “It’s fine. I’m a researcher, so I know a lot of what there is about devils. Just think of me as a doctor that you can be open with. And, thank you, to the both of you, for getting along with Aruha. Do you always meet up here?”


  “N-No! Normally, it’s just Aruha-kun and I…Wait, that sounds wrong, too! I mean, we are technically dating, but we don’t have that kind of relationship just yet…”


  “A-Also! I might look like this, but I just like rock! I’m not a delinquent or anything like that! I’m not dragging him down the wrong path…And I might like rock, but I strictly say no to sex and drugs! This is just a study group!”


  Both Ioka and Miu were starting to go crazy in a direction that left me utterly bewildered, which forced me to let out a sigh. Can they just calm down for two seconds?


  “You have some energetic friends there, I see,” Sis watched this chaos unfold with a warm smile.


  There, I heard the sound of a door opening, as Rosy showed herself.


  “Phew, much better…Huh? Ioka? When did you tie up your hair?” Rosy gave Sis’s back a puzzled look.


  When Sis turned around, however, Rosy’s expression was painted in surprise.


  “Wait, you’re not Ioka. Who?”


  I began explaining for the third time now that she was actually dealing with my older sister, and while I was at it, I introduced her to Sis, too.


  “Oh, so you’re Mr. Boyfriend’s older sister.”


  “Rosy! Could you stop calling Aruha-kun that?!”


  “But what’s the big deal? You’re dating now, right?”


  “W-We may be, but it sounds like he’s two-timing me!”


  “Well, Rosy’s not gonna say no to that!”


  “First, you have to defeat me. You hear that?”


  “Scary! You’re a dang last boss!”


  I shook my head at their usual banter and looked over at Sis.


  “So you are…Rosy-chan, right?”


  Shockingly, Sis showed me an expression I hadn’t expected. She stared at Rosy with a grave look in her eyes. For a moment, I almost felt like the temperature in the room dropped significantly. The tone of her voice was as frozen as a lump of metal in the winter.


  “Huh? Yeah, so what?” Rosy seemed oblivious to that change, flashing a dumbfounded expression.


  However, Sis’s expression remained dead serious.


  “The curtains.”


  “Sis?”


  “Aruha. Close the curtains.”


  I rushed over into the living room to close the curtains as I was told. All light disappeared, turning the inside of the room dark. Both Ioka and Miu looked at each other in utter confusion. And then, Sis moved. She leaped at Rosy, pushing her against the wall. With Rosy locked at the wall, Sis then used her left hand to push her neck against the concrete.


  “Gueh! Wh-What’s going on?!”


  Despite her height, she was like a fly stuck in a spiderweb. Sis then moved even closer, placing her ear on Rosy’s chest, as if she wanted to confirm her heartbeat. Rosy naturally tried to fight back, but couldn’t hope to free herself.


  “Stay still. You have…a wish, don’t you?”


  “H-Huh?! What?!”


  “Tell me.”


  “H-How would Rosy know?!”


  “So you’re not aware of it. No changes in physical appearance either. This means…”


  Sis kept Rosy restrained, as she put her free hand right into her outfit. From the sleeve of her shirt appeared white skin and her navel.


  “Wha…Hah?! S-Stop! What are you doing?!”


  “Not here…So that means…around here?”


  She continued to feel around for a while, until…she abruptly pulled back her hand.


  “W-Waaaaaaaaaaah!” Rosy screamed.


  Looking over at Sis’s hand, she tightly grasped—a black shadow.


  “It can’t be…a devil?!”


  “No way…! Rosy-chan?!”


  Both Ioka and Miu froze up, embracing each other in terror. I was equally bewildered. That black shadow she grasped…was undoubtedly a devil. Rosy was possessed. But, that isn’t what I should divert my attention to. Sis could tell with just a glance. And right now…she’s probably trying to exorcise it.


  “I knew it. Hm…what to do…Maybe snuffing it out now would be best?”


  And yet, she used a method unfamiliar to me. Sai-san always said that, in order to exorcise a devil, you have to grant the person’s wish. And I followed that method this whole time. I quelled Ioka’s flames and chased out the beast inside Miu. But what Sis is doing couldn’t be more different. I don’t know this kind of exorcism. I was never told about it. But…she’s a researcher, so she should know best, right?


  “Hic…Ugh…”


  Rosy began shedding tears as her body convulsed. It’s like the organs had been stripped right out of her. Was it pain she felt, or a different reaction altogether? I can’t tell from looking at her. Maybe this was normal…or maybe it was an irregular reaction. But even if it was the right thing to do…I couldn’t let it happen.


  “Wait, Sis!”


  “What is it, Aruha?”


  “Is this…you know, okay? It’s different from what I know. Sai-san never told me about a method like that.”


  Sis stopped her hand and flashed a calm smile.


  “I see…So Sai-chan is using her own methods. That’s a relief.”


  She then removed her hand, to which the black shadow bounced back right inside Rozy, almost like a bullet from a slingshot. That must have created another impact within Rosy because she collapsed to the ground.


  “Rosy! Are you okay?!”


  “Rosy-chan!”


  Ioka and Miu came running over, helping up the girl. However, her expression was distorted in agony, not showing any signs of waking up.


  “What is going on, Sis?”


  “Isn’t that obvious? She’s possessed by a devil.”


  “That’s not what I meant! What did you just do to her?!”


  Sis exhaled faintly and then started walking toward the glass door. She pulled open the curtains and turned the lock to open the door, creating a sound like she had opened a secret device. I looked back at Ioka, who met my eyes and nodded. She put on the slippers that had been left there for me and put her hand on the balcony’s railing. The faint breeze passing her by shook her hair. I borrowed Ioka’s slippers, stepped out on the balcony after her, and then closed the door behind me.


  Standing next to Sis, I could see the scenery of Sakamaki City. The ash-gray buildings with the isolated green spots were the same as I’d remembered. Yet, looking at it with Sis by my side, it felt almost surreal. Sis still wouldn’t look my way, just silently taking out a small package from her pocket. It was a black pack with warnings in red written on it, giving it an eerie feeling. It took me until she took out a cigarette to figure out what it was. She put the cigarette in her mouth, which bewildered me.


  “…You smoke?”


  “Don’t copy me, okay?”


  “H-Hey, you can’t smoke here!”


  Sis didn’t respond and just smiled, taking out a lighter to ignite the cigarette. She pressed it between her index and middle finger and took a deep breath, to which the opposite tip lit up in a faint red. A mixture of sweetness and bitterness floated through the air. There, I finally realized why Sis’s scent had changed so much. And even her expression, covered by that eyepatch, was unlike one I’d seen before. Understandably so, as it had been three years since we last met. She’s probably picked up an odd habit or two from traveling the world. She breathed out, smoke disappearing into the air, as she began talking.


  “Researchers are specialists in a certain field. Both Sai-chan and I research devils, as you know. However, our fields are different. She specializes in common devil possessions appearing during puberty. That’s why she became a teacher at a school and is trying to exorcise the devils in a more…natural way.”


  “And that’s why Sai-san had us do the work of exorcising the devils?”


  “Absolutely. So that no burden would fall on the person possessed.”


  “So what about you…?”


  “My specialty is controlling devils through a ritual and contract. Offer compensation to the summoned devil and have it fulfill the wish. In a way, it’s the opposite of what Sai-chan does. If her methods represented immaturity and puberty…then mine would be mature and altruistic, I’d say.”
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  So she said as she took another whiff from her cigarette. After that, she covered her face with her palm, not allowing me to see her expression.


  “That’s how it is. So once I’m done with this cigarette, I’ll exorcise the devil within that girl.”


  Even so, I couldn’t accept that.


  “You said that Sai-san was doing it the natural way, right? Is there a reason she’s doing that?”


  “Hmmm, I see. A good question, indeed,” she said and took out a small portable ashtray, dropping the ash in there. “To obtain control over a devil, you need a contract. And this contract is established by preparing an offering. You might also call that a reward. It’s the laws of this world, and the rules the adults play by.”


  “An offering…”


  I repeated that word in my head. It brought an ominous feeling to it.


  “Summoning a devil and making them listen to your orders is extremely different…but exorcising devils that appear naturally is rather simple. Since they just come as they want, you have to cut off the source.”


  “Cut off the source? You mean the wish?”


  “Absolutely. So, you offer it the wish that initially attracted it. An offering made in a contract is lost forever. The wish itself disappears, and you won’t even remember what it detailed. Of course, you need a ritual done by a specialist, so it’s not like any amateur could pull it off.”


  “But then…that wish will forever remain ungranted, right?”


  “It’s those unreasonable and irrational wishes that draw in the devils. Don’t you think you’d be better off not having a wish like that in the first place?”


  “That’s…”


  “Finding out what wish attracted the devil and attempting to realize it yourself is far too risky. You’ll remain possessed for longer periods of time, and you will never know for sure if that’s really your wish.”


  The bitter smoke that came from her mouth flew up into the night sky and disappeared.


  “But Sai-chan just doesn’t agree with that logic. And she made that abundantly clear this time around…”


  I can…No, I’m forced to accept that logic. Devils are attracted by wishes. So if you feed them the wish that drew them in, they disappear. There’s no simpler method to exorcise them.


  “Aruha…You’ve been through a lot, right? I know that it was out of your control, but…You don’t have to work this hard for somebody else anymore. You shouldn’t have to get hurt like that. Just grow up to be a responsible adult. That is…my wish.”


  I turned around to gaze into the room behind us. Ioka and Miu were still looking over Rosy, looking worried. No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t swallow it. No matter what Rosy’s wish may be, it shouldn’t be fine for her to just…forget it ever existed.


  “…I’m sorry, Sis. But…I can’t accept that method.”


  “What did you just say…?”


  “I can’t go with your method,” I declared without hesitation.


  In response, Sis looked at me, her visible eye open in shock.


  “Sure, I might be just an amateur compared to you. But, I’ve learned from Sai-san, and I’ve exorcised two devils already. I’m an exorcist myself. Well…Ioka did most of the work in Miu’s case…But anyway, if Rosy is being possessed, I will handle it.”


  Sis furrowed her eyebrows and put her cigarette back in her mouth, thinking for a moment.


  “I really don’t see the need for that…But I guess I don’t lose anything in the process…”


  “Sis?”


  Before the ash could fall from her cigarette, Sis stuffed it away completely.


  “Okay, fine. Go and exorcise it. I’ll be watching you. But if you fail, I’ll use my own method to deal with it. Does that sound good to you?”


  “Yeah, that’s perfect.”


  I was about to return to the room, only to meet Ioka’s gaze upon turning around. She opened the glass door and jumped into my arms.


  “Aruha-kun!”


  “It’s okay. We talked it out. I’ll be the one to exorcise it.”


  “Is that…really okay?” Ioka looked over at Sis, who responded with a smile.


  “Of course. My little brother…Excuse me, your boyfriend is very talented, after all.”


  “Bo—”


  “That last part was unnecessary, Sis!”


  I could tell at a glance that Ioka’s face was beet red, as she tried to hide it on my chest. At a distance, I saw Miu staying with Rosy, just shaking her head. Ioka and I headed back into the apartment, checking up on Rosy. She was still resting on the ground, her expression pained.


  “Aruha, you okay?” Miu asked me with a worried expression, but I nodded in silence.


  Sis came back, too, and tried to assure the girls.


  “Her soul’s suffered a light shock, but it’s fine. She’ll wake up soon enough,” she left these words behind and turned toward Ioka, acting like all the previous chaos never happened.


  “More importantly, Ioka-chan, you’re troubled by something, right?”


  “Huh? T-Troubled…?”


  Sis glanced at me and then whispered something into Ioka’s ear.


  “Th-That…Yes, I guess I am, but why do you…”


  “Oh please. I’m his older sister, remember?”


  “O-Of course, Dear Sister! Please teach me the ways!”


  Suddenly, Ioka directed a passionate gaze at Sis, as they exchanged contact information. Suddenly, Sis closed her one eye while looking at Ioka, but it took me a while to realize that she was attempting to wink.


  Chapter 3 - Rapunzel’s 6 Stations and 12 Minutes


  Sis went home first, saying ‘I’ll leave the rest to you,’ and Miu also decided to leave for the day while saying ‘If anything comes up, come ask me for help!’ so it was just Ioka and I left, watching over the sleeping Rosy. We both sighed in unison.


  “I can’t believe Rosy got possessed, too…”


  “It sure was a surprise,” I responded to Ioka’s worried mumble.


  It was supposed to be a regular study session, yet chaos ensued nonetheless.


  “Did Sis tell you anything weird?”


  I was curious about their earlier exchange, so I had to ask.


  “…What might you be talking about?”


  “Couldn’t have made it more obvious with that long pause.”


  “It was nothing. But, your older sister seems like a good person.”


  “Now I’m even more worried about what she told you.”


  “Oh geez! Forget about me! It’s not anything to get your feathers ruffled over!”


  I was curious, but in the end, I can guess the gist of it. Surely, it must have been about me. And I don’t know if Sis has any information about me that would be valuable to Ioka, but that’s all for her to decide. If Ioka suddenly told me she had an older sister, I’d also want to talk with her and hear more about Ioka. Not like I’m trying to hide anything, either. I think so, at least.


  “More importantly…What were you and your sister talking about?” Ioka changed the topic.


  To be fair, that was definitely more important.


  “Well…” Thinking for a moment, I answered. “We were talking about devils.”


  “And what exactly was that break about?”


  “It’s complicated, so I was thinking about where to even start.”


  Sis tried to forcefully exorcise Rosy’s devil at the cost of her wish. And I found myself unable to tell Ioka about that, so I made up a vague excuse.


  “Anyway, I’ll be the one exorcising the devil.”


  “Let’s do this together, Aruha-kun! If we combine our might, we will not fail!” She said and placed her hand on mine.


  This unexpected warmth meeting my cold hands surprised me, forcing me to draw back my own hand.


  “Wait…You wanna do this together?”


  “Of course! After all, we are—”


  “But you don’t have time for that.”


  “Even so…!”


  “I want you to grant your own dream. You’re gonna become the world’s number one model, right?”


  “S-Sure, but…!”


  “Then you can’t waste your time on exorcising a devil.”


  “But that doesn’t mean you have to shoulder everything yourself!”


  “I’m fine, really. And it’ll only be dangerous if you’re around.”


  “So was the incident with Miu-san! And you’re in danger yourself.”


  “No, really. I think that—”


  “You think that…what?”


  I was careless and blundered out more than I wanted. In reality, I already had an idea about Rosy’s devil. But, at this stage, it’s just a hypothesis. I can’t tell Ioka about that.


  “Am I really…that unreliable in your eyes?”


  She must have felt that I kept something from her, which made me panic.


  “No, it’s just—”


  But before I could defend myself, I heard a groan from behind me.


  “Hngh…”


  “Rosy! Are you okay?!”


  “Are you finally awake?”


  Ioka and I both called her name, as Rosy slowly pushed up her body.


  “Huh? When did Rosy fall asleep? She struggled with her school work, so she went to the bathroom, and then Mr. Boyfriend’s older sister showed up…” There, she remembered the rest, as her face turned pale. “Ah! Right! What was that?! Something came out of Rosy!”


  “I want you to relax and listen to me, Rosy. You’re currently being possessed by a devil.”


  “Ah, you mean those devils? But, Rosy is always honest. Why would a devil possess her?!”


  “That might be true, but it’s undoubtedly a devil we’re dealing with. I saw it with my own eyes.”


  It is rather strange. Rosy mentioned that one of her family members once got possessed by a devil. I don’t know if that is in any way related to the devil we saw today…But she said she’s been trying to stay honest about her feelings since. And I don’t think that has changed as of late. Even when she threatened Ioka, she realized that all by herself. So, what kind of devil would possess Rosy?


  “…Is Rosy gonna be okay? She’s not going to die, right?”


  “I won’t let that happen. I’ll exorcise it no matter what.”


  Seeing her dejected like that reminded me that she was still in middle school. In terms of age, she could be like a little sister to me. And I can’t let her wish be stolen just like that. Some things are concerning to me, but I can’t be the one lamenting in worries right now.


  “Okay.”


  So when Rosy said that with a faint nod, I knew I’d done the right thing. I then had Rosy gather her belongings and meet with her at the front entrance to put on my shoes.


  “Ioka, I’ll go see off Rosy.”


  And yet, Rosy didn’t like that, as she pouted.


  “You don’t have to do that. Rosy came here by herself, so she could head home just fine. And you were gonna be all lovey-dovey once Rosy was gone, right?”


  “No, we won’t!”


  “No, we wouldn’t!”


  Mine and Ioka’s voice overlapped and we looked at each other.


  “See! You’re already on the same beat. Just get married already,” Rosy laughed with all her heart, to which Ioka cleared her throat and gave us a dubious look as she pressed up her chest.


  “Well, it might definitely be a possibility for the future. I will have to see if you are worthy of earning your place next to the person who will become the world’s greatest model. So, I think it wouldn’t hurt to put that into consideration?”


  “Wha…”


  “What do you mean by ‘Wha…’, Aruha-kun?!”


  My brain couldn’t keep up with what was being talked about so I could only let out a dumbfounded voice, which earned me a scolding from Ioka.


  “Hey, Mr. Boyfriend? If you ever get tired of this tyrannical dinosaur, you can always come and see Rosy, okay?” She wrapped her arms around mine, but the height difference between us created a surreal unbalance.


  Of course, that’s not what Ioka was concerned about.


  “Get away from him! Shoo, shoo!”


  “Dawww, it’s just for a bit! We’re friends, right? We share these things.”


  “Nobody shares their friend’s boyfriend! And Aruha-kun, would it really hurt you to try and fight back a bit instead of—” Ioka prematurely cut off her sentence.


  Or more accurately, she stopped moving altogether. Her gaze was glued to the outside of the glass door.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “That…!”


  I traced her gaze, looking outside the glass. And there, I spotted a black shadow.


  “That must be…!”


  I shook off Rosy and ran over to the glass door, opening it. But the moment I stepped outside, the black shadow had already disappeared.


  “Ioka, you saw that, right?”


  “I did, yes.”


  “Huh? What happened?”


  Only Rosy was confused as to what just occurred. Ioka and I definitely saw that shadow creeping about, but it seemed to be invisible to Rosy.


  “That was…a dog, right?”


  “Yes,” Ioka nodded.


  We’re on the 11th floor of the flat. It couldn’t possibly have been a stray dog that found its way up here.


  “So that must have been Rosy’s devil…”


  When Ioka was possessed, she couldn’t see that lizard. Since Rosy didn’t perceive that shadow, it can only mean that this was her devil. The question is…why did it appear now? It might have been just my imagination, but it felt like…the dog was looking at Ioka. If that’s the case, then I have to consider a lot more possibilities. Could the devil be targeting Ioka? I’d rather not even think about that…After all, this meant that Rosy’s wish was in some way related to her. Should I stay here for the night? Or should I take Rosy with me? If the devil…if Rosy’s wish is about Ioka, then she shouldn’t be staying near her. That would guarantee greater safety for Ioka.


  “Rosy, let’s go home.”


  “Hey, hey, why don’t we just have a sleepover instead? Rosy came prepared!”


  “No, we won’t! You’re possessed by a devil, remember?!”


  “N-Not as the three of us!”


  “Huuuh? But you had no problem when it was Miu and the two of us, right?” grumbled Rosy.


  “This and that are very different!”


  “Bummer. Then Rosy’s going home. Bye!” She declared and left through the front door.


  “Ah, wait for me! I swear to…She never stays still for too long, huh?”


  Well, that’s just who she is in the end. If she stays honest like that and helps out, I feel like we can exorcise the devil in no time, too.


  “I’ve gotta go after her.”


  But before I could step out of the door, Ioka grabbed the hem of my shirt.


  “…Um, Aruha-kun?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You’re…going straight home, right?”


  “Of course. Sis is waiting at home, after all…Sorry, I’ll definitely be there tomorrow morning.”


  Hearing that, Ioka pulled back her hand and waved both of hers in front of her face.


  “No, no! Since your sister is finally home, you should spend some time with her instead! Well, I know how absurd it sounds now that you have to exorcise another devil, but still…”


  “You say that, but you’ll be even more busy from now on, no?”


  “I’m fine, really! Don’t worry about it!”


  “Really? Can you bring out the trash all on your own?”


  “I’ve been trying hard as of late, haven’t I?!”


  “I wonder…Well, I can see the effort you’ve been putting into it…”


  Even so, my words grew weaker by the end. I’m sure Sis wants to spend time with me right now. But, I have the duty of assisting Ioka with her dream. For a moment, I pondered on whose wish was stronger. However, Ioka must have taken my silence as an answer to her request and looked over at the door.


  “Plus, Rosy is an important rival of mine. I can’t give it my all if she’s not around to push me higher.”


  I know all too well that those were her genuine feelings. And if she says so—if exorcising Rosy’s devil is necessary to accomplish her own wish—then I should prioritize that.


  “…Okay. But if anything happens, let me know immediately. I’ll be there right away.”


  “Hee hee.”


  I found it odd that Ioka started laughing because of what I said.


  “I’m sorry, I was just thinking that you sounded like Shimizu-san.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be overbearing—”


  “No, don’t say that. Thank you, Aruha-kun.”


  “…Yeah. Do your best, Ioka.”


  With these words, I closed the door behind me. I looked around and spotted Rosy standing in front of the elevator in the distance. When she saw me, she jumped up a few times while waving her hand. Her tall body only grew even more because of that. I shook my head in disbelief, only to realize that maybe the elevator had been stopped there for quite some time, so I jogged her way.


  We both got on the elevator together, and I pressed the button for the 1st floor. The thick automatic door in front of us closed, as the hallway I had just walked on disappeared behind it. At that moment, I remembered Ioka’s face as she waved me goodbye. Why…had she such a worried look? I know that it couldn’t possibly have been only because of Rosy’s devil. She would show that kind of expression even before today, from time to time.


  I glanced over at Rosy, who stared at the display above the door, counting the numbers changing with her mouth. If the devil isn’t related to Ioka’s reaction, then maybe it’s Rosy herself. Maybe she doesn’t like it when Rosy shows her affection and gets all clingy toward me. No…it must be my fault. In reality, there shouldn’t be anything for her to worry about. I promised that I’d always watch her. And I will keep that promise. I will not cast her aside or lose sight of her. Never. But…I don’t think that’s enough. There’s something else I need to fulfill that promise. Something that I can give to Ioka. But before I could even begin thinking about what that could be, the elevator stopped. Arriving at the ground floor with a loud thud, Rosy and I stepped out of the doors.


  * * *


  Rosy’s home was rather close to Ioka’s flat. Looking at the map on my phone, it said it’d take us six stations and twelve minutes.. Using our IC train tickets, we passed through the ticket gate, and could immediately board the train waiting for us. Sitting down on the seats with a camouflage pattern, the train began moving. The train was relatively deserted, so Rosy nonchalantly moved left and right, flapping her legs up and down. Normally I’d scold her for that, but I let it slide since she wasn’t bothering anybody.


  “Rosy.”


  “Hm? Yeah?”


  “Do you have any idea what your wish could be?”


  I decided to go for a frontal attack, asking her directly without beating around the bush. However, she just answered me with a tone like she was telling her parents about what happened at school today.


  “Dunno. If Rosy knew, she’d tell you. When Ioka annoys me, Rosy would let her know. And when Rosy feels like telling Miu how much she likes her, she’d just come out with that.”


  “Well, that makes sense…”


  “Miu likes Mr. Boyfriend, which is why she got possessed by the devil, right? If it was Rosy, she’d be honest with that immediately.”


  “It’s not as easy as it sounds. Each person thinks differently.”


  “You mean with their mind? Or with their heart?”


  “What’s that about?”


  “Mind is when you think, right? And heart is…when you feel.”


  I started thinking. I remembered those English words: Mind and Heart. What you think, and what you feel. Which one is the devil latching on, then? I feel like it could be both or something else entirely.


  “Which do you think, Rosy?”


  “No clue. But…the heart is probably more important, right?”


  “I wonder…”


  “Usually, Rosy is right about this stuff.”


  “Yeah, I’m not so sure about that…”


  Considering she tried to drag down Ioka because of her misconceptions, after all. That said, I decided not to pursue that argument. More importantly…the heart, huh? Rosy previously said that she’s trying to be as honest and upfront as possible. And that this should be a defense mechanism so that she won’t get possessed by a devil. It definitely sounds like a convincing argument. However, it’s also a fact that she is possessed by a devil at this very moment. Still, this just doesn’t make any sense. Ioka, Miu…and now Rosy. Three whole cases happening around me. This…can’t be normal, right?


  Since more passengers arrived to fill the train, Rosy and I remained silent for a while. She also fixed her posture to keep her legs still, her body compact and towering over me. It seems like she actually keeps a close look at her surroundings, and just decides when to ignore something based on that. Or so I thought, but she suddenly moved over to me, way more than she would need to. She looked down at me with a teasing smile, telling me that she did all that on purpose.


  And yet, I have to find out her wish, which she isn’t even aware of. Arriving at the stain in question, Rosy jumped off the train, so I rushed after her, going past the ticket gate. Going as far as six stations from Sakamaki station meant that the scenery wasn’t all that different. There was the shopping mall with the integrated train station, as well as countless office buildings made of steel and glass. Only small details changed, but that was it. Even Rosy kept a confident stride as she walked past all of this.


  “But you know, Rosy was a bit surprised to hear about the devil, but getting possessed might have been for the best.”


  “In what world would that be for the best?”


  “Duh! If Rosy’s possessed, you’ll go on a date with her, right?”


  “What kind of interpretation is that?! I’m just worried about you—”


  “And then, we’ll take a selfie and upload it on social media so Rosy can brag to Ioka! Bet she’ll be happy!”


  “Why in the world would she be happy about that…”


  “Huh? But Ioka’s always happy! She loves to fight.”


  “You make it sound like some fighting game…”


  And despite my exasperated reaction, Rosy seemed genuinely confused. I was thinking of throwing in another rebuttal but realized that, somewhere deep down in that argument, she might have a point. Maybe Rosy knows Ioka way more than I do. And it’s not just because they were both possessed at one point, working together at the same agency. Rosy has this odd intuition that allows her to see deeper. But that also made it even harder to understand why a devil would possess her. Or, maybe she’s just a lot more dense when it comes to herself.


  “Hey…You really don’t know what your wish could be, right?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “Well, it’s fine if you don’t. Just tell me if you realize anything.”


  Sai-san said it before. A change in physical appearance is related to the distance between you and your wish. And if you realize what your wish is and accept it, your body begins to transform…Just as it happened to Miu. But since Rosy shows no change, she must really not be aware of her own wish. That said, if my thought process is correct, then Rosy is—


  “Anyway, Rosy’s looking forward to the date!”


  “Again, it’s not a date…”


  I held my head because I couldn’t cope with any of this happening, as Rosy pointed at a building in the distance.


  “That’s Rosy’s home!”


  “This is…”


  It looked like a tower but turned out to be a giant flat instead. Looking up from the ground, I could not even see the top of it. Must have amassed at least 30 floors. Who’d even live there? Rosy trotted inside and disappeared out of sight, which had me thinking. I always saw her as some sort of wolf, but she might actually be a princess. Paired with that, her short hair suddenly looked a lot longer than it was.


  * * *


  “Phew…”


  Having returned home, a sigh escaped my lips. Innocent how I was, I just took Sis to a study group with my friends, only to find out that one of them was possessed by a devil. It sounded simple, and yet the reality of the situation was far too grave. Not only that, I have to figure out what Rosy’s wish is to successfully exorcise the devil that had possessed her. But in reality, I was over capacity. I can’t really describe it too well, though. I took off my shoes and made my way to the living room, where I was greeted by Sis.


  “Oh, welcome home.”


  She sat on the sofa, reading through a thick and old-looking book. The one eye she directed at me faintly narrowed with a gentle gaze. Just that face alone made me feel emotional. I hadn’t been greeted when coming home for many years. Neither did I come home to Sis just sitting around. It’s only been a few days since she returned, but she had gotten used to her life here already. And to be fair, she never kept many things of hers around. After buying the necessities she didn’t bring back with her in the suitcase, it’s almost like she never left. Seeing the two toothbrushes in the bathroom, and the new shampoo next to the bathtub, it all helped me feel at peace.


  Her room had been unchanged from the day she left, and since I’d regularly cleaned in there, she could move right back in. She now once again slept in the same home, woke up in the same home, and ate together with me in the same home. Despite the three years between us, we were trying to turn back time to return to the older sister and younger brother we were before. That said, we weren’t just an average pair of siblings any longer. Having returned from overseas, she is now a devil researcher, and I’m an exorcist in training, trying to exorcise the devils possessing my friends.


  “What’s that serious look about? Did everything turn out okay?”


  “Not at all. I still have to exorcise the devil, after all.”


  “You’re right. But, I’m sure you can do it, Aruha.”


  She placed the book she had been reading on the table and showed me a smile. When I sat down next to her, it felt like I would sink deeper and deeper into the sofa. I must have been exhausted from everything that happened. But, I still had to ask Sis about Rosy’s devil.


  “Sis, you found out that Rosy was possessed just by looking at her, right? Do you know anything about her wish?”


  “I told you, right? I’m not a specialist in that field.”


  “But even specialists in that field had no idea.”


  “Hee hee. Though up to this point, you exorcised all the other devils with Sai-chan’s help, right?”


  “With her help…is one way to explain it. It’d be more accurate to say that she didn’t do anything.”


  “Now, now, that’s not very nice, Little Bro. I did my best to support you in every endeavor, remember?”


  Together with that voice, a familiar face with glasses appeared from the kitchen.


  “Oh, I didn’t know you were over, Sai-san.”


  “Don’t blame me for wanting to see Yomiko. There’s plenty to discuss, after all,” she said and walked over to us, carrying two cups.


  One she handed over to Sis, and the other she took a sip from before placing it on the table. Inside of the cups was a black liquid, with the scent of coffee beans racing up to my nose.


  “I’ve sadly got nothing for you, Little Bro. Only Yomiko’s share.”


  “Oh Sai-chan, could you not be so harsh to my little brother? Here, Aruha, you can have some of mine.”


  “Whaaat? Then he can have all of mine and I’ll take half of yours, Yomiko.”


  “But that would leave you with less, Sai-chan~”


  “I get a big bonus in return, though.”


  “I never said anything about wanting some, so it’s fine…”


  Watching those two grin at each other left me even more exhausted. While I was gone with the others, she was probably using this time to catch up. To be fair, I didn’t have a clear memory from back then, but it didn’t seem like much changed between the two. Just as Sai-san said, they’re still besties.


  “So, Little Bro. You had the gall to diss me, thinking I’m not around, so I’ll give you a chance to defend yourself.”


  “Sis, Sai-san left me all alone when Ioka’s devil first showed up. She just went off to England and pretended that she wasn’t available.”


  “That’s not a defense, you’re throwing bombs over on my field now.”


  “Sai-chan, is that true?”


  “Um…Well, haha…” Sai-san tried to play it off with a laugh.


  Maybe she’s just been doing as she pleased during all the time Sis was not around.


  Anyway, Sai-chan is a bit of an irregular case when it comes to exorcists.”


  “Is that true…?”


  Well, judging from everything that Sis told me earlier, I could definitely see a connection.


  “But think about it this way. You’re sick, yet you’re scared of getting the surgery and prolonging it until eventually, you die. Wouldn’t it be better to rip it out right away and then get the care you need?” said Sis.


  For once, Sai-san didn’t just obediently agree, but instead delivered her own argument with a pouting expression.


  “You say so, but don’t you feel bad for those children? They have their whole lives, their futures, ahead of them, so how could we force them to give up on their wishes just because they’re possessed.”


  “You stick too much to the natural laws. Some diseases cannot be cured just by being all warm and fuzzy with the patient. Isn’t that how Shigumo-sensei was labeled a heretic and almost got excommunicated? Devils are fierce and strong phenomena, so you have to keep them under control and—”


  “I-I struggled a lot, okay?! When you were gone…and I had nobody I could rely on…” The more Sai-san spoke, the more the tears started building in her eyes.


  “That’s also true. I’m sorry, dear Sai-chan.”


  “Yeah…I’m just glad you’re back, Yomiko,” Sai-san took off her glasses and wiped her ears.


  Without Yomiko, Sai-san had nobody to rely on. I never even considered that before. She may be a researcher, and an adult when you compare her to me, but that doesn’t mean she’s omnipotent. But, even if that may be the case…


  “Sai-san, you were acting so arrogant that whole time while having no confidence in your words whatsoever?!”


  “N-No, I was confident, okay?! I’m a researcher, and I’ve looked into the special field of exorcising the devils that possess children like you. But…it’s not like I had an immense amount of experience…so I may or may not have been putting up a strong front.”


  “I-I think I just heard something terrifying and earth-shattering.”


  Seeing me quiver in terror, Sai-san’s expression softened.


  “If I didn’t seem confident enough, you would only be more worried, right? When facing a devil, you must remain firm and resolute. That said, I don’t consider my methods wrong. Both Ioka-kun and Miu-kun have kept their dreams because of it. Isn’t that the best possible result you could have asked for?”


  When I listened to Sis explaining everything about exorcisms earlier, I felt like she was just trying to bend the method of exorcising a devil to her own convenience. However, she didn’t do so because she cared about herself more, and rather she did it in consideration of the person who was possessed. Despite having a lot of flaws, Sai-san still tries to look after people.


  “Well, I was ready to cross that line if things actually looked too grim to continue. Though I might not have been able to do it like you, Yomiko.”


  Hearing that, I asked the question that had been on my mind this whole time.


  “Is Sis that amazing of an exorcist?”


  Met with my question, Sai-san’s face lit up like fireworks in the night sky.


  “She’s not just amazing, let me tell you. She’s a genius. I’m an exorcist specializing in the natural possession of teenagers, more of a niche field than anything. But Yomiko is different. She’s a specialist in summoning and contract sorcery. She was told that, if she continued her research for a few more years, she’d be a candidate to become history’s youngest associate professor! And yet she just disappeared out of nowhere! Not to mention—”


  “Sai-chan.”


  “…Sorry.”


  “You’re just embarrassing me further if you praise me all that much.”


  “Anyway, Yomiko is just that outstanding!”


  Having listened for a while, Sis eventually intervened, to which Sai-san drastically dropped her tone.


  “I had no idea…”


  “It’s fine. You don’t have to know a thing, Aruha.”


  Just what was she researching while was gone without a trace? In reality, that question still burned inside of me, but when she said that, I couldn’t press the issue any further. If she’s not going to tell me, then it must be something I don’t have to know about. But, not having to know and not wanting to know are two different things. I have to learn as much as possible if I want to exorcise Rosy’s devil.


  “Sis, what do I have to do to become a better exorcist?”


  “You must want to save your friend, right?” Her right away narrowed faintly. “Knowing you, you’ll be fine. You’re my little brother, after all. No need to rush things. First of all, you should talk to Rosy-chan and learn more about her.”


  “Okay, got it.”


  Hearing that from Sis made me believe that everything will truly work out.


  “Sis, you’re not going anywhere anymore, right?”


  “Of course not. We’ll always be together. I won’t ever leave you alone. Because…you are the one and only family I have left.”


  “Okay…”


  “You must be tired, no? Rest up, Aruha.”


  Her words made my eyelids feel heavier. A feeling of relief and peace surrounded my body. If she’s here with me, then I’ll be fine. She’ll tell me what I have to do. And once things calm down, I should talk to her about Ioka. She might be able to find the answer I need. And as my consciousness slowly drifted down into the abyss, I started thinking. I have to prepare food for tomorrow. Then grab the trash bags accumulated, warm the bath, talk to—Wait…talk to who? Who am I doing all that for? Why do I have to do it?


  As I sunk deeper into the sofa, I could faintly see Sis and Sai-san getting up and heading over to the veranda. They were talking about something grave, judging from their expressions. Sis took out another cigarette and lit the tip, then gave it to Sai-san, who took a whiff…Oh, Sai-san smokes, too? Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her eating any snacks since Sis came back. As my consciousness was beginning to fade, I saw Sai-san taking out a transparent bag with something like a knife inside. It must have been made of brass because the golden handle had a bit of bluish-green rust on it. There was also something engraved into there, looking like a horned animal. The way it was zipped up in that bag reminded me of a proof or hint you’d find at a crime scene in TV shows. Maybe she brought this over from the Vatican? Then they must be talking about some new research that popped up.


  And as the smoke of the cigarette drew an unnatural arc in the air, my consciousness finally drifted off into the darkness.


  Chapter 4 - The Arapaima is Not a Donut


  A few days later, I met up with Rosy at the Sakamaki train station. Standing here somewhat reminded me of the time I tried to exorcise Ioka’s devil. We also went out together like this. I still remember her being here earlier than me and giving me smack for making her wait. I thought it was utterly unreasonable at the time, but now I’ve grown accustomed to that dinosaur’s ways. Actually, that’s not right. I simply understood…that this was her way of protecting herself. Because contrary to how she looked, she was much more sensitive and scared on the inside. Or, she could simply be clumsy and not know how to open up.


  Either way, since that day we learned about Rosy’s devil, we haven’t been in contact. Since I’d been rather involved in her life as of late, I was worried and needed to know if she was doing fine, which is why I contacted her, but she never responded. That said, she seems to have been in contact with Sis instead, who told me that everything was okay. Hearing that, I felt embarrassed. I thought that without me around, she might be in a bit of trouble—I hoped for that to be the case because, in the end, I wanted to feel needed.


  I also asked Sis what exactly they were talking about, but all she told me was that she was giving Ioka advice. I’m almost certain that this must be related to me in some way, and so I obviously was more than curious, but if neither of them were willing to tell me, it probably wasn’t anything I needed to know. And to be fair, it’s a good thing that Ioka has someone she can rely on like that.


  I should focus up, myself. What I have to do now is to exorcise Rosy’s devil. And right there, my phone vibrated. Checking, I saw a simple message of “Here” from Rosy’s chat. But even when I looked around, I couldn’t spot her. I wondered if she was pranking me when someone screamed up right behind me.


  “Waaah!”


  “Gyaaaah?!”


  I raised a shriek in shock and turned around. Standing there was a mature woman. She wore a navy blue one-piece of thin fabric, looking like an elegant dress more than a casual outfit. Her slender waist made her long arms and legs stand out more. One of her slim hand’s fingers carried the handle of a bag, and her feet were protected by simple yet tall heels. Earrings dangled from her ears, her lips glowing with a strong red. She had tied up her hair, befitting her dress. Looking at that translucent color, I realized.


  “You’re…Rosy, right?”


  “Surprised?”


  When I saw that teasing grin on her face, the sight of the woman in front of me overlapped with my memory of Rosy.


  “Of course it did!”


  “Yay! That means Rosy’s won!”


  “I lost a competition I don’t remember joining?”


  I felt a bit of relief at seeing Rosy was the same as always, as I inspected her appearance. Pairing that mature outfit with her European atmosphere matched very well, making me wonder if this is what she would always look like. If one didn’t know any better, you’d think that she was a mature woman in her twenties. At the very least, a university student.


  “You’re just so different from usual, I couldn’t help myself.”


  “Huh? Of course. This is supposed to be a date, remember?”


  “Again, this is just recreation to get your devil exorcised, and most definitely not a date.”


  “Well, let’s just leave it at that! Wouldn’t want Ioka to get angry at Rosy.”


  “You can say that again.”


  Ioka is only supporting this for as long as it’s about exorcising the devil inside of Rosy, and I’m definitely not going on a date with another girl. And I had to keep that line in mind.


  “But you’re going to escort Rosy properly, right?”


  “Sorry to say, but I didn’t make a reservation at a restaurant with a city-wide view at night.”


  “Wait, for real?! So what are we eating later?”


  “I was just joking, but you actually expected it…? What kind of worldview do you have?”


  Having a joke received with a straight face worried me.


  “Rosy wouldn’t know better, either. This is her first time.”


  “First time for what?”


  “A date, of course,” she said with a blunt tone.


  I was surprised for a moment, but that surprise quickly subsided. She’s still in middle school. Let alone going on dates, I would be surprised if she actually regularly went somewhere with friends. That elegant outfit of hers definitely threw me for a loop, but that’s just because she’s working as a model, and she probably went all-out thinking that this was her first date. In that sense, it was just more heartwarming than anything.


  And, then there was also that tower-like flat. I don’t know the details of how her parents lived their lives, but what she expects as an escort is most likely completely out of my payroll. Not only that, but the place we’re about to head off to isn’t all that luxurious to begin with, either.


  “Anyway, let’s go!” She said as she began running ahead like a child, despite her mature appearance.


  “Ah, hey!”


  “Waaah! Mr. Boyfriend is chasing after Rosy!”


  “Why are you so happy about that…”


  “Hurry up and catch Rosy!” She jumped into the air, looking like all the excitement and joy that had been locked inside of her exploded.


  Her styled hair already looked like a ruffled mess and her previously gloomy expression became undone. It beckoned me into a weird mental state. She is always free. So much so that she runs around like this even now. But, that might be the case because, most of the time, she can’t be truly free. I exhaled once and then chased after her.


  * * *


  “Wow! It’s so beautiful! Look around!”


  As we had to discuss the matters of the devil, Rosy went ahead and chose the location to which we’d be heading—which was the Sakamaki Aquarium. I suggested a place for us to actually sit down, but she said that a dimly lit place like the aquarium would be better for a serious conversation. But looking at her now, I quickly realized that it was all an excuse to take me here. Well, I was always the guy who struggled to decide where to go, so that’s why I eventually caved in.


  The aquarium itself was located on the upper floors of a commerce building near the train station, and I heard it only opened up recently. We bought tickets and headed inside, where we first were greeted by small tanks with a variety of tiny fish. Reading the explanation next to them, it said that these tanks represented the variety of fish you’d find in our Sakamaki River. The variety wasn’t exactly awe-inspiring, going from faint red to a grayish color, but I wouldn’t want to dampen Rosy’s excitement, so I just kept that impression to myself.


  And speaking of Rosy, that extravagant dress appearance of hers utterly mismatched her surroundings. Since Ioka was always the person to choose her outfit according to where we were going, this unbalance that Rosy emitted almost seemed surreal to me. I guess it just shows that there’s all types of models around.


  “Have you been here yet, Mr. Boyfriend?”


  “Well, what do you think?”


  “Probably not, nope!”


  I didn’t know what was so funny, but she just burst out laughing.


  “You know, Rosy’s been dying to come here. But nobody would take her!”


  “What about Ioka and Miu?”


  “Ioka isn’t ever visiting places that have nothing to do with clothes, and Miu is bad with fish.”


  “I see…”


  That made a lot of sense. She never seemed like the person who had a lot of friends. If she did, she wouldn’t come to visit us at the high school division almost every morning. With her looks and personality, she always stands out no matter where she goes, too, so I’m not surprised to hear that she can’t really fit in too well. Even in the model world, there aren’t many models her age, at least according to Ioka. But, there is something I’m curious about.


  “Aren’t you living together with your mother?”


  “Mhm…” Rosy looked at my face, then glanced at a pufferfish, and answered my question. “Mommy’s not interested in Rosy after all.”


  “Really?”


  She moved away from the tank. She only opened her mouth again after we passed three more tanks.


  “…Back home in Britain, Daddy was never home, and Mommy was tired of raising us all by herself. She wanted to get back to work, but Daddy decided on the move, so they got into a fight until eventually, she left for Japan. It’s the…what do you call it again? Ah, right—She went back to her family! Her main family here!”


  “She has her family here?”


  “Her grandpa and grandma, right? Though, both of them have already passed away, so Rosy is living with Mommy,” Rosy leaned forward as she pushed her face toward the glass.


  She opened and closed her mouth like the fish in the tank. I feel like the family environment of hers that this being hinted at here sounds awfully complicated, and yet she seems to have almost accepted that. At the very least, on a surface level.


  “Mamy loves working, so she’s probably annoyed that Rosy came with her. And Rosy wouldn’t want her to get in the way of work, either. That’s just how it goes.”


  That’s just how it goes—I couldn’t pick up any emotion whatsoever from those words. I always saw her as someone brimming with emotions, always honest about how she feels. But, that might not be correct. She might seem to wear her heart on her sleeve, but there are times she really locks up.


  “That’s just how it goes, I guess…”


  It made me wonder how I would feel. Both Mom and Dad are not in this world anymore. They will never come back, either. They can’t get in my way, but they also can’t support me, either. That fact alone made me feel sad. But, it’s all something far in the past that I’ve accepted as a way this world works. But at least, I have Sis with me. When she came home, I was incredibly happy. It felt like she could give me an answer to any possible problem I had. While I had been floating around aimlessly before, she now solidified my position. I never once considered my family as a bothersome existence. It’s something I lost, always wanting back.


  “Is that really something you would feel towards your family? Don’t you need your mother?”


  Amidst the darkness, Rozy stepped out of the light generated from the water tank. I thought that she didn’t match the atmosphere here, and yet now she had melted in perfectly. No, that’s not it. Her existence is changing the meaning of her surroundings. It now felt like we had arrived at a luxurious hotel party. But instead of people, the fish were dancing. The echo between us acted like music, dampening the silence. So far, Rosy had never felt so distant to me…No, that’s not right. I just suffered a hallucination that we were close. It’s like the glass of the tanks twisted the sight in front of me.


  “Hey?”


  “Wh-What?”


  Rosy turned around, her voice dragging me back to reality. She walked over to me and then pouted.


  “Rosy’s been wanting to ask this for a while now, but…Isn’t it getting exhausting to always look after Ioka?”


  “I mean, it’s not that easy, I guess.”


  “Figures. Why don’t you break up with her then?”


  “Ack…”


  I tried to move away from Rosy, bumping into the class tank behind me. A giant fish, probably the length of both my arms, gave me a dubious look.


  “I…I want to support Ioka. It’s what I absolutely have to do.”


  “So you won’t support Rosy?”


  “I do. That’s why I’m trying to help you exorcise that devil.”


  “What? So you can just go out with Rosy instead.”


  “That…I already have Ioka.”


  “Because Ioka’s a better model?”


  “Nobody said that, and I certainly don’t feel that way.”


  “Really now? Well, Rosy wasn’t invited to the NarraTale party, so the others definitely agree.”


  “That…No, you shouldn’t just compare yourself like that.”


  “Also, is Ioka even doing anything for you?”


  “Of course she is!”


  “For example?”


  “Um…taking out the trash, or something like that…?”


  “Which should normally be her job, right?”


  “I can’t deny that…”


  What is even all this? Why am I being questioned?


  “But…I want to support Ioka and her dream to become the world’s best model! And her wish is mine, too.”


  “There’s no point to a dream if you can’t accomplish it yourself,” Rosy looked at me with dead eyes. “You probably…see Rosy as a child, right?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “But Ioka can’t do anything without you. She’s the bigger child. Why are you fine with Ioka? Because she’s an adult?”


  “I mean, you two aren’t the same age.”


  The moment I finished my words, I heard a thunderous noise. I had to look around first to realize it came from Rosy, stomping her heel on the ground.


  “So Rosy just has to wait until she’ll be an adult? How many years? Rosy’s an adult already. Just look at her! She’s tall! She’s got big boobs! She knows all sorts of things! She can do everything on her own! So, why?!”


  “Rosy!”


  “What?!”


  “You’re…too loud…”


  Cornered by Rosy, I already had my back to a tank. Her body had bent forward, pressing her chest against me. She already stands out enough, but if she screams like that…


  “…Sorry.”


  Rosy moved away from me, grabbing her bag with both her hands as she looked down.


  “We’re on a date, so let’s get along, right?”


  “Like I said, this isn’t a date.”


  “Come on, just leave it at that for now,” she said and wrapped her hands around my arm.


  Meanwhile, I couldn’t bring myself to push her away. Like a slow song was playing in the background, the two of us moved forward, as all the fish around us danced quietly.


  * * *


  A few minutes later, I held two giant fish in both my hands. One on my left, the other on my right. Both of them were the same-sized arapaima fish we saw in a tank earlier, but now I carried the two in the shape of plush toys. In fact, they might be a bit bigger than the real deal. A couple passing us by pointed at me with laughter, but this was just something out of my control.


  “In the end, it turned into those two big ones, huh?”


  “And whose fault is that…”


  After we finished going through most of what the aquarium had to offer, Rosy protested that she wanted to buy souvenirs, which brings us to now. She wanted to get something for both Ioka and Miu, which is why she bought two of these fish plush toys. I thought of getting them something myself but didn’t dare to choose something, so I paid for half of the plush toys. With double the budget, Rosy thought she might as well buy giant plush toys like these.


  “Wasn’t Miu uncomfortable around fish?”


  “Hmmm…Well, it’s just a plush toy, so it’s more cute than anything.”


  I looked into the eyes of the arapaima fish I carried, but they actually had relatively adorable faces. Of course, whether or not the two would be happy about a present like this is a whole other debate. Since it was Rosy’s choice, I just went along with it. That’s what souvenirs are meant to be, right?


  “Shouldn’t you have bought something for your mother instead?”


  “Nah, not really. Rosy just wanted Ioka and Miu to have a souvenir!”


  I thought of buying something for Sis so I looked around. The shop here at the aquarium had a rather miscellaneous feeling in terms of items on sale. You had plush toys, keychains, cans with imprints, even cookies or other essentials. However, the selection was too great for me to even make an educated choice. I felt like I landed inside a boiling pot. Now that I think about it…I don’t even know what exactly Sis likes.


  “Rosy’s gonna give Miu her present! She’ll be over to her place in a few days, after all!”


  “Ah, I see…”


  Since Rosy said so while trotting out of the shop, I had to give up on buying a souvenir for Sis. But…it’s not really her fault. I just couldn’t make my choice. And from how Rosy acted, she seemed dead set on having me carry these plush toys until we had to say goodbye later. I guess this was her idea of having me escort her.


  “Hey, hey, Mr. Boyfriend? Let’s go to Mr. Donuts! Rosy wants to eat a strawberry ring!”


  “Like this?!”


  “We can just grab a seat for four people and have the two fish facing us, no?”


  “I don’t think you should open up a shop within a store…” I sighed but I really didn’t have any strict reason to decline other than the fish plush toys being in the way.


  Hence, I followed after Rosy, who energetically made her way to the shop in question. The business building in the afternoon carried a somewhat listless atmosphere. I felt like I’d been running after my little sister the whole day as I watched her back ahead of me. But then, I suddenly bumped right into her.


  “Wah!”


  She had stopped in her tracks, so when the plush toys collided with her, I panicked and tried to catch them before they fell to the ground.


  “Hey, this looks pretty stylish, don’t you think?”


  “Wh-What does?”


  “This!”


  She showed me a pen that had been on display outside a miscellaneous goods store. Well, it seemed like a miscellaneous store, but they mostly seemed to specialize in stationery goods. The interior offered a calm atmosphere, even mature if you want to call it that. Inside of that, this pen definitely stood out. Inside the transparent capsule, you could see small flowers. The many pens each had a different color, sticking out from the dull surroundings.


  “Isn’t it just cute? They are all real flowers!”


  The employee wearing a knitted gray cap approached us almost instantly. Her long bangs were colored in a strong brown that stood out immediately, and her mouth looked like a duck’s of sorts. And once I felt that way, even her voice sounded like that of a duck, too.


  “Hey, Mr. Boyfriend? It looks cute, right?”


  Hearing that, the employee reacted and looked over at me. She saw the giant plush toys in my arms, seeming like she wanted to say something, but swallowed those words and returned to her business attitude.


  “Oh, are you two a couple?”


  I really wish she would have just touched on the fish, but I knew it was a futile wish.


  “Nope. He’s my friend’s boyfriend.”


  “Your friend’s…Huh?!”


  The employee was so bewildered, she let out a genuine reaction with a deeper voice. Now she sounded less like a duck and more like an owl. I personally preferred that voice because it seemed more natural.


  “We’re close! Okay?!”


  “U-Um…?”


  I don’t blame her for being bewildered like that. The lady in an extravagant dress suddenly clung to the boy who looked younger than her, carrying two giant plush toys, declaring that he was her friend’s boyfriend. In other words, in her eyes, it looked like I was out with an older friend from my girlfriend on a date, as she snuggled up to me. This time, I couldn’t help but doubt her common sense. I don’t mind betting this damn plush toy in one hand to find out.


  “Hey, Mr. Boyfriend! Rosy’s gonna buy this, so wait here!”


  “Got it.”


  I just gave up and nodded in resignation. The inside of the store was filled with bookshelves, creating only narrow paths. So that I wouldn’t knock over anything with the plush toys in both my hands, I opted to wait for Rosy outside. I saw her talking to the employee about something, after which the employee brought something from the back of the shop, but I had no way of telling. Maybe Rosy found something else that interested her? Either way, she finished paying, accepted a plastic bag, and walked over to me, pushing the bag into my already preoccupied arms.


  “Here! Give this to Ioka later!”


  “Hm?”


  I couldn’t exactly decline, so I accepted the bag. Looking closer, she carried another bag in her other hand.


  “You bought something for you, too?”


  “Yeah! And for Miu! Look! Miu’s is pink, and Ioka’s is blue. Rosy went with wine-red, though, so we all have the same one in a different color!” She said and showed me a plastic box with the pen inside.


  Inside each of the pens was a flower in a different color, showing different expressions. The package even had a small ribbon as decoration attached to it. Be it the plush toys or these pens, she seems oddly infatuated with the idea of souvenirs, even though she doesn’t seem to be that type at all. I guess this is her way of having fun. I had her carry the plush toys for a moment to stuff away the box in my own backpack, then accepted the plush toys again. Sadly, I don’t have a backpack that connects to a treasury. Would be rather handy to have right now, though.


  “So, we’re going to Mr. Donuts now?”


  “Yup!”


  She flashed a beaming smile and jumped ahead as I followed suit. Talking like this made me realize something. What I should have done is find out what phenomenon Rosy is causing through her wish. In Ioka’s case, the flames made it pretty obvious, and Miu even changed into another person…to the point that we didn’t even realize what was happening until it was too late. However, with Rosy…I have seen something that could be happening behind the scenes. I happened to see it. I had already realized. I wasn’t sure about what her wish was for the longest time, but after talking with her at the aquarium, I think I figured out most of it.


  I changed the tip on the two fish I was carrying and took a deep breath. Talking about devils always takes courage. You grasp their weakness and all their soft spots, hollowing out what they carry deep inside their hearts. I don’t want to hurt Rosy. So for that, I have to be her exorcist and do my job right.


  “…Hey, Rosy. I never brought this up before, but…”


  “Hmm? What’s up?”


  I called out to her, to which she turned around and showed me a dazzling smile.


  “I think I figured out what your devil truly is.”


  Silence fell between us. Rosy’s eyes shot wide open. After a long pause, she then screamed up.


  “Wha…Huuuuh?!”


  “Probably, at least.”


  “F-For real?! So you know Rosy’s wish, too?”


  She closed in on me, grabbing my collar and shaking me, which almost made me lose my grasp on the plush toys. The gaze she gave me was so straightforward, that I was forced to avert my eyes.


  “I saw the shape of the shadow back then.”


  “You mean when your sister grabbed what was in Rosy’s stomach?”


  “Yeah. The shape of the shadow she grasped—was that of a dog.”


  I looked through my memories and explained. Those sharp ears, that long snout, and the acute shape like it was shaped by the wind…as well as its fur. The silhouette I saw was definitely that of a dog. Listening to my words, Rosy caressed her belly over her outfit.


  “So a dog devil possessed Rosy?”


  I nodded.


  “I heard from Shimizu-san that the other models from the agency have all fallen sick. And that this wasn’t the case at all within other agencies and their respective models. Put that in reverse, and it means that this phenomenon only exists at the agency that you and Ioka belong to. And only the models are getting sick.”


  She looked at the fish I was holding and listened to me continue.


  “Considering those two conditions, there’s not much to choose from as a hypothesis. This is just my idea, but…” She accepted my words. “Your wish…is to crush the other models. That’s why everyone’s been collapsing left and right.”


  I took a deep breath. A devil exorcism always makes you believe in their cruelty, even if you don’t want it to happen.


  “I’m thinking that this sickness that’s going around…might have been caused by the devil that’s possessing you.”


  Rosy looked at me for a while. She then averted her gaze, poking the mouth of the fish. I thought she’d be utterly bewildered, but her calm reaction threw me off more than anything.


  “So then…What do you think Rosy’s wish is?”


  I swallowed my breath once more. Her gaze went up, meeting my eyes. She was like a teacher calling out to a rebellious student.


  “Considering the target and range, I think you want more work as a model. But, I don’t think that’s all,” I said and started thinking again.


  She already has a previous offense. She saw Ioka as a rival, followed her, and tried to get her involved in a scandal. Standing here, I know that she did this with her own strength, intention, and ability to act. And that’s why she could reflect on it like she did. All that happened without a devil being part of the bigger picture. Because she planned to drag down Ioka consciously. The devil didn’t have to drag out her wish. But, this time it’s different. If a dog is going around trying to grant her wish, then it must be something she can’t possibly achieve all by herself. Or at the very least, she feels like this is out of her hands.


  “I think your wish…is to become an adult as quickly as possible.”


  When we talked today, I got that impression, too. Adding the ongoing phenomenon to the mix, it meant that she thought more model work could help her grow up faster. But, I still don’t have absolute faith in my hypothesis. After all, that wish cannot be accomplished no matter what she, or the devil, tries to do. Because as long as she waits…as more years pass, she will absolutely become an adult. So this wish was never about being granted or not. Whether you wish for it or not, you’ll become an adult at some point. But of course, a devil can’t accelerate time. So, it all comes down to the speed it happens. Rosy has a reason why she needs a shortcut to becoming an adult. That’s her wish.


  “Could it be that—”


  A certain possibility popped up in my head. Looking into my eyes, Rosy slowly nodded. She must have realized what her wish was.


  “The thing is, Rosy’s been hiding something from you. As well as Ioka and Miu.”


  “Rosy, you’re—”


  “Yep. Rosy’s going back to Britain.”


  I knew about it, but it was still a shock. Her expression, the tone that the word “Britain” carried, plus her statement that she’d be going back, all entered my body mercilessly. And at the end of it all awaited the realization I made. I had forgotten—that she originally came from Britain. And I had wrongly assumed…that the place she would be returning to…was Japan.


  “A while back, Daddy suddenly came to visit. Not long after, Mommy started saying that we’d be going back to Britain. It was really weird,” her nose sniffled once, but she tried to play it off with a laugh.


  She might try to squeeze out a cheerful tone with her voice, but I can see her expression. I don’t know if this resentment she feels is directed at her parents, or even herself.


  “Mommy didn’t even ask Rosy. She just said that we’d be going back to Britain to live with Daddy. She didn’t even care what Rosy felt.”


  Met with this shocking revelation, I tried my best to keep a clear thought.


  “When are you going back?”


  “Who knows? School starts in September, so probably until then.”


  “So the school you’ll be transferring to was already decided?”


  “Probably? Mommy won’t tell Rosy a thing.”


  “Wait, does Shimizu-san know about this?”


  “No. Rosy hasn’t told Shiito about anything.”


  “Oh god…”


  I held my head, unwilling to accept this reality. Models collapsing left and right, this being the devil’s work, and then Rosy possibly heading back to Britain…No, actually. Cut the “possibly” out of that, it sure sounds like that’s written in stone. She doesn’t know anything other than that. If Shimizu-san hears about that, he might just pass out.


  “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”


  “…When Mommy said that, Rosy felt her chest tightening up. Just remembering…hurt.” Rosy bit on her lip.


  Her expression spoke for itself. That’s why the devil is trying to grant her wish. She’s trying to carve her existence into this place. She was told that they would be returning to Britain. But now she finally found success in her model work. If she achieves even better results, she might find a way to stay here after all. So, what to do? Remove a few people from the picture so that she gets more work. So that she’s more needed.


  Then, I remembered the gloomy expression she had when looking at my career survey. She never had any choice to begin with. If her mother says they’ll be going home, then that’s it.


  “But you worked so hard to learn Japanese, right? And you’ve got a rewarding job as a model…They weren’t against your work, weren’t they?”


  “Mommy never cared. She’d just sign any documents Rosy brought over.”


  “If you talked to her…maybe she’ll understand?”


  “No, she won’t.”


  “You won’t know if you try, right?”


  “Rosy knows all too well!”


  Her voice slowly changed into screams, as tears built up in her eyes.


  “You have it nice, Mr. Boyfriend. You probably have parents who listen to what you say, right? Your Mommy probably gives you lots of pats all day, hearing you out what you tell her. But Rosy is different. Rosy doesn’t have a Mommy like that. Mommy cares about herself. Rosy doesn’t exist in her eyes. So…how would you understand anything about Rosy?!”


  It felt like someone had poured water over my heart. For a brief second, even my pulse seemed to have stopped. That’s how emotionless I felt at that moment. If I had been connected to a heart rate monitor, it probably would’ve been a flat line. Like a fish on land.


  “I don’t have a mother or father.”


  “What?”


  “They both died in a traffic accident.”


  I could hear Rosy gasping. Her throat moved up and down, as she desperately gasped for air. Eventually, her apologetic words shook the air around us.


  “Sorry. Rosy didn’t know…”


  “…I’m not of any concern right now. What matters more is your wish, Rosy.”


  That is how I genuinely felt. And yet, my head began to hurt and my thoughts were a mushy mess. I should be trying to come up with methods to exorcise her devil, and yet everything washed away like a broken dam. Rosy remained quiet for a moment, but then suddenly closed the distance between us. And with her tall height, she had to lean over a bit as she took my hand. She then pressed my hand against her cheek.


  “Hey, Mr. Boyfriend? Will you marry Rosy?”


  “Say what?”


  I didn’t understand what she was talking about. It took me a moment to filter out the meaning. Marry? Like, that marry?


  “You just have to marry Rosy and turn her into a wife. That way, Rosy is Japanese, as well as an adult, right?”


  “But we’re both not at the age where we can get married…”


  “Oh? So age is the problem? So otherwise, you wouldn’t have a problem with it?” Rosy smiled, but I panicked and pulled back my hand.


  She didn’t resist. She probably knew that I would do this from the start. I straightened my back in order to regain my composure.


  “I-I…I want to exorcise your devil. I want to grant your wish.”


  Rosy scoffed with a saddened tone.


  “Sorry. You’re Ioka’s boyfriend, after all. You’re gonna marry Ioka, right?”


  “I don’t know that yet, but…”


  “Not like Rosy wants to marry Mr. Boyfriend either.”


  “R-Really?”


  “Yeah. You’re more like a fling kind of thing.”


  “Ouch? Can’t tell if I should feel relieved or hurt.”


  “But we’ll still hang out after you and Ioka get married, right? Rosy wouldn’t mind.”


  “That depends on Ioka’s feelings.”


  “Oh? What about your feelings?”


  “I…wonder?”


  I started thinking. And oddly enough, I didn’t have an opinion of my own. Thinking about what-ifs wouldn’t help a soul, and all I really care about is Ioka’s wish. That’s all. Meanwhile, Rosy stretched her back once as her small bag shook in the air and she finished it off with a sigh.


  “Thanks for hearing Rosy out. She feels better now.”


  “That’s good, but…Just feeling better won’t get rid of the devil.”


  “Yeah,” she nodded. “Rosy’s gonna talk with Mommy,” she said, her expression looking anxious.


  However, I felt jealous just at the fact that she had a family she could talk to.


  Chapter 5 - Lullaby Without Echo


  After seeing off Rosy, I made my way to Ioka’s home. Of course, while still carrying the large fish plush toy. The only saving grace is that it was only one now. If I had to keep hold of two of them, I wouldn’t have made it past the ticket gate. Rosy took the other one from me, saying she’d bring it to Miu. So, we both boarded the train carrying one, looking like an odd couple from a TV show. I just hope nobody took any pictures to upload them online.


  I was cautious not to draw any attention when I entered Ioka’s flat. I called for her at the locked door, which she opened, and then headed up the elevator. I rang the doorbell in front of her door when I heard it unlocking from the inside. And yet, it wouldn’t open for me. I tried to open it myself, only for something to be blocking my entry.


  “Huh?”


  Looking closer, the door had been locked with an extra chain. I almost doubted my eyes, when Ioka revealed her head from the opening.


  “Thank you very much. Oh, it’s so big, too…What exactly is this?”


  “An arapaima fish.”


  “A big arapaima fish…then? Please just push it through here.”


  Her slender arms appeared from the gap, as she grabbed the fish and pulled on it. From this perspective, it looked like a horror scene.


  “Wait, wait, wait, that won’t pass through the gap!”


  “It will! Just…gotta crush it a bit!”


  “Just open the door?!”


  “No, it’s okay. There’s no need to open it.”


  I wasn’t even sure what she was talking about. All I could do was hold on to the fish and stop it from getting sucked into the dark abyss beyond the door. That said, there is only one possible reason why Ioka would act this way.


  “Your room’s a mess, isn’t it?”


  I seemed to have hit the bullseye because Ioka’s body flinched in shock.


  “W-Well! I was just so busy that…it just happened…”


  “You don’t have to hide it. Just open up and I’ll clean for you.”


  “But…”


  “Ioka, please.”


  I sighed, almost like I had accepted my fate. The door closed once, when I heard the chain being removed, and then opened again, except slowly. I entered inside and closed the door behind me, locking it too just to be sure.


  “I…I’m sorry…”


  I handed Ioka the plush toy and then took off my shoes. Ioka’s slippers had been scattered around, so I put them in line while I was at it.


  “Oh right, I almost forgot.” I took out the pen from my bag, handing it to Ioka.


  “What’s this?”


  “A pen. Another souvenir from Rosy.”


  Ioka accepted the package and opened it. Seeing what was inside, she let out a faint cheer.


  “Oh, that looks wonderful. She’s got a good sense if she tries, doesn’t she?”


  “Or maybe not, actually.”


  “I have to thank her later. Where is this from?”


  “Well…good question, actually. We didn’t buy it from the aquarium. But she also bought one for Miu.”


  “I see. Then again, anything goes there.”


  I followed after Ioka, heading to the living room. Since she stared at the pen in her hand, she must have really taken a liking to it. Means that Rosy made the correct choice.


  “You have work tomorrow, right?”


  “Yes. Another model collapsed, so I had to fill in for a photoshoot…”


  “Huh? But…you already have two tomorrow according to your calendar?”


  “Well, now it’s one more.”


  I gasped. There are still more victims appearing.


  “Are you going to be okay?”


  “Surely…I’m more worried about Shimizu-san.”


  I could imagine the situation if all of their talents were getting gradually knocked out. And knowing Shimizu-san, he’s probably awake all night worrying about who could collapse next. I have to do something about Rosy’s devil quickly, or even Shimizu-san will suffer from this. That said, however, Ioka comes first right now. Opening the door to the living room, I was greeted by a sight I’d rather not have seen.


  “This is…”


  “I…I’m sorry. I really tried, but…”


  I imagined the trash bags everywhere, but even her clothes were scattered around. That was unbelievable to me. It showed that she really was this busy if she couldn’t look after her clothes properly. She tightly embraced the fish and looked like she’d rather disappear right now.


  “Anything you gotta do today?” I asked.


  “No…I just wanted to study a bit more, but I probably should take a bath and head to sleep…I need to do something about these eye bags. There’s only so much a concealer can do, after all.”


  Yeah, I could see from her eyes alone that she was exhausted. Since she always tries to keep up a perfect appearance, she must be slightly embarrassed about this. I turned her around and pushed her away.


  “Then do that. I’ll do the cleaning.”


  “No, it’s okay! You’ve been out with Rosy all day, right?”


  “Yeah, but your life is more important. I’ve nothing else to do either, so it’s okay.”


  “Ugh…I’m sorry…”


  “It’s fine. Just go, yeah?”


  I opened the fridge in the kitchen, confirming its contents.


  “These ingredients…should work for a lunch box tomorrow.”


  “You don’t have to go that far! I’ll just buy something on the way.”


  “You need something more balanced than convenience store food. Especially now since you’re already exhausted.”


  “But!”


  “But?”


  Ioka opened her mouth to throw me a rebuttal, but no more words came. She just pushed her lips together, nodding like she had given up.


  “I understand…Thank you very much. I’ll be…taking a bath now, then.”


  I accepted the plush fish from Ioka and placed it on her bed. It created a surreal scenery, since it was at least half as big as her bed, if not more. I decided to start by cooking some rice, but right as I was about to stuff some of it into the cooker, I saw something in the corner of my eye.


  “Wait, Ioka! The door’s open! I can see you!”


  The door to the changing room remained open, where I spotted Ioka about to take off her clothes, so I rushed over and shut it with force.


  “Ah, you’re right.”


  “What kind of reaction is that…? I know you’re tired, but keep it together, okay?”


  “…I don’t really mind, though.”


  “Don’t bring your model common sense into family affairs!”


  I heard Ioka giggle through the door.


  “Family affairs?”


  “W-Wait, I just meant that as a figure of speech…”


  “Then why get so flustered over it?”


  “Okay, I get it! Just take your bath already!”


  I stuffed the rice into the cooker, set the timer, then worked on cleaning up the clothes and taking out the trash, washed my hands, finished the grilled omelet with mushrooms and beef, and placed it on a plate to let it cool. Yet during that whole time, my face felt scorching hot. Since I heard the sound of water coming from the bathroom, I decided to go around the living room with a vacuum. I checked the time on my phone, saying it was already past 10 p.m. Even my body was slowly beginning to feel heavy. I even received a message from Sis while I wasn’t looking.


  ‘Aruha, where are you right now?’


  I guess she was worried since it’s gotten late. I quickly typed up a response.


  ‘At Ioka’s place.’


  ‘I see. You’re coming home, right?’


  ‘Yeah. Just have to finish up something.’


  ‘It looks like she’s really relying on you, so be her strength, okay?’


  For a while, I stared at those words, hitting me like a truck. I had almost forgotten that these two were in contact with each other. But just what were they talking about? Hearing the sound of the hairdryer, I directed my gaze over to the bathroom door. Relying on me, huh? Just those words alone made my body suddenly feel much lighter.


  “I’m done.”


  Right as I stuffed my smartphone in my pocket, Ioka stepped out of the bathroom. The scent of shampoo and other beauty treatments tickled my nose, as a wave of heat filled the room. Her body was also hidden by thin room wear. It felt like I would get drunk in this intimate air.


  “Welcome back. I’m about done over here.”


  I desperately reclaimed my composure as I said so. Looking around, Ioka suddenly showed a displeased pout.


  “Aruha-kun…Why are you so good at doing chores?”


  “I’ve been living by myself, so this is normal…Ah.”


  “Haha…I guess I’m the irregularity?” Ioka said with dead eyes, so I panicked and changed my statement.


  “Sorry, that’s not what I meant.”


  “Yomiko-san also said I had to take care of these things myself, so…”


  “Sis did?”


  I was surprised to hear that. It was hard to believe that Sis would say something like this. But Ioka must have guessed as much from my reaction and added an explanation.


  “Ah, no, she did use a more roundabout way of saying it, and I asked her for advice! So, at least let me handle the dishes—”


  She tried to push me aside and enter the kitchen but let out a yawn on the way.


  “It’s not that much to handle, and I just gotta wrap up the lunch for tomorrow. Just lay down.”


  “But…”


  “It’s fine.”


  “Mhm…I’m sorry, I’ll do that.”


  Ioka tried to argue with me, but she tried to kill another yawn before it could come out, so she headed off to bed. She grabbed the fish plush toy as a hugging pillow, rolling over. I opened the rice cooker, placed the rice in a lunch box, and added the side dishes. Then I sprinkled a bit of seasoning over it, which finally made it look like an, albeit rushed, packed lunch box.


  “Oh yeah, what will you do about the NarraTale party?” Ioka asked as I was doing the dishes.


  I scrubbed the cutting board with a sponge, thought about it for a moment, and then replied.


  “Hmm…I think I’ll pass.”


  “I…see.”


  “Well, you know. You’ve been getting more male fans lately, right? Wouldn’t want there to be rumors.”


  “…I understand. I can see the logic behind that.”


  She took a moment to respond but eventually agreed.


  “Oh yeah, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask.”


  “What is it?”


  “That black, dog-shaped shadow. Have you seen it since then?”

“No, I haven’t…”


  “Yeah? That’s good.”


  “Is it related to your exorcism?”


  “A bit,” I responded in a roundabout way.


  Or rather, I was forced to do so. When I asked that question, it was simply meant for me to confirm. But since Rosy’s wish is to stay in Japan, which is why she needs more model work, hence the devil knocking out her colleagues, it wouldn’t be weird for Ioka to be a target as well. In fact, that should be her first girl. But if that were the case, then that would mean, somewhere deep down, Rosy would still want to drag down Ioka. Of course, they share a healthy rivalry, and Rosy definitely wants to beat her. That said, the conversation would take a dark turn if Rosy were to rely on the devil to remove Ioka from the picture. Through the case with Amy, those two have found respect for each other and share a strong bond—or so it should be. But I know that people can’t lie to devils.


  “…Oh yeah, how did things turn out with Rosy?” Ioka asked, which had me drop the cutting board.


  A dull and metallic sound rang out. I just hope Ioka didn’t take it the wrong way.


  “Well, I think I know what wish the devil is trying to grant…Mostly.”


  “That’s amazing. You’re like an actual exorcist.”


  When I raised my head, Ioka looked at me with open eyes. Seeing that surprise was all she carried in that gaze of hers allowed me to sigh in relief.


  “So don’t worry about it and leave the rest to me.”


  “Hmm…” She let out a sigh with an implicative tone and then glared at the arapaima fish plush toy. “At a closer look, this fish has an awfully revolting expression…Maybe I could use it as a punching bag.”


  “I think it’s cute.”


  “Excuse you? How dare you call anything that isn’t me cute.”


  “You don’t have to feel jealous about an object like that.”


  “But fish are living beings?”


  “Not that plush toy, though.”


  “I’m a living being.”


  “Is that the discussion we’re having?”


  “I’m just saying that I’m a lot cuter.”


  “That…I agree with…?”


  Despite this awkward conversation, I eventually finished washing the dishes and wiped my hand, when I saw Ioka stretching out her legs, looking at the plush toy. She tried to copy its expression, only to push it away and call out to me.


  “Then, can you come over here?”


  “Why?”


  “I’m too worried about my work tomorrow and can’t sleep. Please make me forget.”


  I did as I was told, sitting down on the bed. Ioka swiftly rolled around, once again embracing the plush toy, and then she placed her head on my lap.


  “H-Hey!”


  Her long hair spread on my lap, a flowery scent tickling my nose. She didn’t pay my baffled reaction any mind and just closed her eyes.


  “Can you sing a song for me?”


  “Huh? No way, I totally suck. And I wouldn’t know what to sing, either.”


  “Anything is fine.”


  “Um…”


  I looked through any possibilities in my mind. I’m not all that interested in music to begin with, so there’s only a limited number of songs.


  “…Maybe something from Interia?”


  “You’re bringing up another girl’s favorite band in a situation like this?!”


  If she’s got problems with my choice, I’d rather have her give me an actual request. However, this tyrannosaurus always has her own mind, and I know that best. But at the same time, I’ve been understanding her a lot more.


  “Then…Twinkle twinkle little star?”


  “No thanks! I’ve been through that once when I almost burned up!”


  Yeah, she has a point. I was reminded of her appearance when she turned into that lizard, the sight of that overlapping with her own as she had her eyes closed. Even though her face was so small, I could feel her weight on my lap. Back then, I never would have imagined that Ioka and I ever started going out like this. Although to be perfectly honest, I still don’t know if we’re actually dating or not.


  I mean, I confessed my feelings for Ioka, and she also said that she likes me, so this means we have mutual feelings, right? But what awaits beyond that, and where we should be going from here on out? I want to touch her. This desire absolutely burns inside my body. Caress her hair, touch her skin, get even closer than now. These emotions swirled up into a storm inside of me, and I was aware of them. And even if I acted accordingly to them, she probably wouldn’t mind. If I tell her that this is what I want to do, and say that she could do it for me—then she would grant whatever desire I have.


  Maybe she’s waiting for me to make the first move. This childish wish of singing a song for her could be hiding something much more rooted beneath. It wouldn’t be weird for Ioka to share my desires. But…I just didn’t know. My desire to touch her…Is it because I seek water to cool me down on a hot summer day, or because I want to warm up my cold body after being showered in the rain? Which is it? And what’s the difference? What makes Ioka special for me? As I was lost in thought, Ioka must have given up on the song that never came and opened her eyes again.


  “…You’re weird, Aruha-kun.”


  “What? Where did that come from?”


  “You helped exorcise my devil, supported me since…You even took this request to sing for me seriously. You always watch me. You do anything I ask for. But…why is that?”


  “Why…Well, my body just does all that on its own.”


  I was bewildered by the sudden question but still responded to the best of my ability. Ioka looked up at me and said…


  “Is it because…you like me?”


  Oh, right. That was the answer to everything. Why am I even here, trying to help with Ioka’s wish? It’s because I love Ioka. And I’m doing everything I can to make her happy. But suddenly, Ioka closed her eyes again and exhaled heavily.


  “But then, why am I not like that? I like you just as much, and yet whenever we’re together, you do everything for me, right?”


  “You know, I’ve been thinking.”


  I could feel myself getting agitated. Like an engine was revving up. My pulse accelerated, pushing me forward.


  “It’s because I like you, Ioka. I want to do something for you. When you smile, it makes me happy. Seeing you work hard makes me feel that I’m alive,” I said in one breath, and my chest relaxed, my lungs demanding air.


  Ioka looked up at me with a stern gaze and then pouted.


  “But I can’t accept that.”


  “Huh? You can’t?”


  “Because it makes me incredibly happy.”


  “That’s good.”


  “It’s not good at all. I feel the same way, after all.”


  “That doesn’t mean you have to—”


  “…Honestly, just knowing that you’re watching…it’s enough for me. I wouldn’t mind quitting as an idol. I don’t have to become the world’s best. That way, I could clean up the house every day, wake you up every morning, make breakfast for you, remind you to not forget anything, go to school together, come home together, cook for you in the evening, and have you praise my cooking, and then—”


  I remembered Rosy’s words. Would it be possible for me to become one with Ioka? Is that even something she wished for?


  “If that’s your wish, then—”


  “You don’t understand, Aruha-kun.”


  She closed her eyes and rolled around. She then threw her words at me—or rather, my whole being.


  “I don’t do anything for you. I just receive. Your time, your efforts, everything. I’m stealing your life from you. And yet, it makes me happy. I can’t help but feel happy. Happy that I only receive. Happy that I only steal. I don’t even know what to give back to you. I don’t think there is anything I could do for you. I…desperately need you, Aruha-kun. I can’t go on without you, but…I don’t think you need me. I can’t give you anything. I’m so worthless of a woman, all I can do is be with you…”


  “That’s not true!”


  “And even if I were to accomplish my dream, I don’t…”


  “Listen to me!”
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  And yet, my voice didn’t reach her. She just continued mumbling to herself, until her words grew weaker, with her slowly falling asleep. I didn’t know what to do. The answer I thought I’d finally found now made her suffer, yet I was helpless. It’s not that Ioka doesn’t know what she has to do. So, I thought. Wouldn’t it be for the best if I sought out her body right now? Longing for it, clenching her thirst, and accepting her warmth. Swallow her whole, until the flame burns out. If that is really what I want, I can just do that. If she wants to support me, then I should let her do that. If she wants to be ravaged, why shouldn’t I? It’s Ioka’s wish, not mine. I’m just here to grant it. All I do—That’s right.


  All I do is grant this wish. But even if I did that, it wouldn’t fill the emptiness inside of me. And at the same time, that desire of hers to do something for me…Such a simple wish, I can’t even grant that. Because…There is something else that I have to do no matter what.


  I carefully supported her head with both my hands, placed it down on the pillow, and then got off the bed. I covered her body with her blanket, to which she let out a faint groan, tightly embracing her plush toy. Checking that she was still properly asleep, I turned my back to her, turning off all the lights in her apartment. Ensuring that everything was dark around me, I put on my shoes, opened the door, and stepped outside. I put the spare key into the door’s lock, making sure to turn it properly until I heard a clicking sound.


  There was something unfathomable without a clear body that had built up inside of me, screaming out loud. In a way, it was like the ferocious roar of a predator ripping apart its prey, but at the same time, it was a scream like my guts were pulled apart. Without even realizing it at first, I suddenly found myself running through the city at night. If a devil were to possess me, what wish would it attempt to grant me? Ironically, that was my greatest wish right now. It could be a devil or anything else. I just…I just want someone to tell me. What am I wishing for? What do I desire? What do I want Ioka to do for me? And why…do I feel so empty?


  In no time, I stood in front of my home. My heart was racing painfully fast, so much so that I thought it might shatter into a thousand pieces. No matter how many breaths I took, it was not enough. But then, a golden light lit up my body. Standing there—was Sis. It was like she knew that I had come home because she just opened the door and invited me inside. I didn’t think about anything and just stood there, as she embraced me. All the blood in my body warmed up, as the tension left me, my body losing all strength. My consciousness was fading away further, as I was sucked into a dark void.


  “Welcome back.”


  As gentle as a witch, yet as cruel as a mother, her voice filled my whole body. Far in the distance, I heard the door close behind me.


  Chapter 6 - Young Girl and Big Girl


  The next morning, I woke up to the smell of coffee. The electric kettle rattled a bit as it warmed the water. Opening my eyes, Sis was just pouring some coffee powder and poured it into the container that looked like a beaker. It was a utensil I’d never touched. I was surprised we even had this at home.


  “Good morning, Aruha.”


  “Yeah…morning.”


  “Would you like some coffee?”


  Sis realized I’d woken up and smiled at me. I just nodded in silence. The sun was shining into the room through the windows. Everything around me felt so peaceful that I wouldn’t have been surprised if time had come to a stop. The chaos yesterday was like a bad dream.


  That’s right, what happened yesterday? My head still felt fuzzy, not allowing me to gather up my thoughts. I still faintly remember leaving Ioka’s home, but anything after coming home is a blurry mess.


  “Sis, did I say anything yesterday?”


  “Well…” She opened a bag and added coffee beans into the container, thinking for a moment.


  “You must be tired, Aruha. And so was Ioka-chan.”


  “Wh-What did I…?”


  “Ioka-chan called me this morning. She said she fell asleep and wanted to know if you came home. What happened?”


  Hearing that, I slowly began to remember what transpired the previous day. Ioka was sleeping in front of me, and then—No, I was just thinking up things. It’s fine. Nothing happened. That’s the one thing I’m sure of.


  “N-Nothing!”


  “Hm…Really now?” Sis didn’t seem too convinced at my response but returned to brewing her coffee nonetheless.


  She poured the hot water into the container, closed the lid with the circular net-like cover, and set the kitchen timer. A faint beeping sound told me that the procedure was going smoothly. Yesterday, nothing happened. But that doesn’t mean my problem hasn’t gotten resolved. Ioka feels like she’s dragging me down. Of course, I can tell her many times over that this isn’t the case, but it’s also me who makes her feel this way. Ioka and I are going out, but we’re not on equal standing.


  I felt that, deep down, I was empty. I was forced to realize this. I was hoping I’d be fine with that as long as I could help Ioka grant her dream…as long as I could support her. But, that’s not enough. I have to stand on equal ground with Ioka. And for that, I have to—


  There, the peeping grew louder, so Sis returned to the container. She filled two cups with coffee, handing me one.


  “Hey, Aruha. Is there something on your mind lately?”


  As always, I could not see her left eye. But even so, it felt like she could see right through me.


  “Is it really okay…for me to be with Ioka?”


  “Why do you feel that way?”


  Sis held her cup in her hand and sat down on the sofa, and so I sat next to her. The coffee tasted incredibly bitter, so I placed it on the table after one sip.


  “I can only give something to Ioka. And this probably puts a burden on her. I know why that’s the case. It’s because I have nothing I want to do. I don’t have a wish I want to grant myself. I’m so empty that no devil could ever latch on to me. That’s why…”


  “Don’t say that!”


  “…Sis?”


  I was surprised to hear her screaming like that. The black liquid in her cup created waves.


  “Hey, Aruha? Loving someone means asking yourself what you can give them.”


  “Yeah…”


  “And, the side trying to give something can never be wrong. You shouldn’t blame yourself. If there was someone wrong, then it’d be—”


  Sis’s words washed over me like a wave of heat, and I reflexively pushed myself away from her. She realized this and stopped herself.


  “I’m sorry. All I want you to know is that you’re fine the way you are.”


  “Really?”


  “I can talk to Ioka-chan instead.”


  “It’s fine. It’s my problem, and Ioka isn’t at fault for this.”


  Sis put one hand on her cheek, thinking about it for a moment, and then took out her smartphone to check something.


  “Oh dear, it seems like Ioka-chan will be busy for a while.”


  “That…I think so too, but…”


  “It’s okay, Aruha. There is something Ioka-chan can do for you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  However, Sis didn’t respond to my question.


  “Just leave everything to me, okay?”


  Something felt off. I struggled to understand what she was trying to tell me. But the more I thought about it, the more my own thoughts confused me.


  “Anyway, I have to go. I’m meeting up with Sai-chan to discuss a few things.”


  “Yeah…”


  “Rest up, Aruha,” she said and placed her cup on the table.


  As I watched her walk off, her body turned around like clock hands, until it all turned flat like the surface of water. No, that’s not right. I’m simply lying down again. I felt incredibly sleepy. Even though I’d just woken up, it made no sense. A second wave of sleepiness assaulted me, but was I really that exhausted? I thought of taking another sip from the coffee to wake up, but my arm wouldn’t even move. My eyelids felt heavy. My body is sinking deeper into the sofa.


  I was reminded of the fish back at the aquarium. They are brought there from somewhere outside, never to leave again. I opened my mouth, but only small bubbles came out. It must be air leaving my lungs as I sunk deeper below the water’s surface.


  * * *


  “Hm…?”


  I regained consciousness later that day’s evening. Pushing myself up from the sofa, my whole body hurt. I felt like a carrot that had been rotting away in the corner of the fridge for too long. And ironically, the sky outside was as orange as a ripe carrot. Everything around me was quiet like all sound had vanished from the world. Trying to break through this atmosphere, I cracked my fingers. The dry sound reached my ears, telling me that I hadn’t gotten deaf out of nowhere. And also, that this most likely wasn’t a dream.


  Just a look around told me that nobody was at home. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I might just assume I was the only person left in the world. That Ioka, Miu, Rosy, Sai-san, Sis, and my parents never even existed. That I had been alone from the moment I was born. That I suddenly appeared in this crimson-red world, and that all of what I experienced so far was just an illusion.


  I looked at the table next to me, spotting two cups. Taking a sip from one, a bitter taste and sourness greeted me. It tasted horrible, but it allowed my mind to clear up a bit. It seems like I wasn’t just dreaming. Obviously, though. I might have just woken up, but what was I even thinking? Lately, I’ve been sleeping a lot more, sometimes reaching the point where I grew confused about what day it even was. I checked my phone, where I had gotten a message from Rosy that read ‘Heading off.’ Checking the time, it hadn’t been long since I got that message. Where is she going?


  But right as I asked myself that question, I saw something black in the corner of my view. At first, I just thought I had spilled some coffee. But when I looked over, I immediately realized I was wrong. It was much bigger than just a stain on the carpet. Outside the glass door…sat a dog. The backlight from the setting sun made it stand out, but I could only recognize the silhouette. Its back was unnaturally big, and its pointy ears looked sharp like horns. Its large tail slowly moved the air like it was a wing.


  No, this isn’t a dog. When I jumped up to open the window, the “dog” ran away. An odd breeze, not cold or warm, passed by me.


  “That was…”


  No doubt about it, that was a devil. Rosy’s devil who’s carrying the disease. Why was it there? And at the same time as I asked myself that question, my phone vibrated. I had gotten two messages at the same time, one from Ioka, and one from Miu.


  ‘I think I just saw a dog again! Aruha-kun, weren’t you asking me about a dog?’


  ‘I just ran into some weird doggie!’


  I pulled my eyes off my phone and observed my surroundings again. In the distance, I saw the dog. As before, it had its front legs together, its tail wagging left and right. It almost seemed like it was looking at me. This is very bad. Exactly what I had feared was now happening. Rosy’s devil grew stronger. And if that dog appeared, then both Ioka and Miu were in danger. Now, I was given three choices. First, I go save Ioka. Second, I go save Miu. Third, I chase after that dog. I should be doing all of these, but I have only one option I can choose from. I didn’t have time to even think, I was just backed into a corner.


  I always struggled when choosing something. I have no principles for that. I like Ioka, and I want to save her. But Miu is an important friend of mine, too. If I go after Ioka to save her, and Miu falls sick in the process, then I will have to carry the responsibility. No, nobody would be able to tell what’s right here. I might not know what to choose, but I have no way of knowing the specifics. If so…I’ll just do what I have. Do what I can. I grabbed a coat, took on my shoes, and ran out of my home. The sky outside had slowly begun turning pink.


  * * *


  As for my choice…I decided to chase after the dog. Though rather than calling it my choice, it was something I had to do no matter what. Even if I rushed to Ioka’s side, or if I made my way to Miu’s place, there was nothing I could do. But I could at least check up on them later. I knew where they were. But just where was this dog heading off to? I needed to find as much information as possible. I can only pray that both Ioka and Miu are fine. But, I have a feeling that I know what this dog is about.


  I ran after it for quite some time. Granted, I was running low on air after a while, but oddly enough, I never lost sight of it. Since it cut through town, I had to follow after it. My heart felt like an engine about to burst, and my lungs felt like they were being crushed by gravity. The only reason I didn’t fall behind the dog is because I went jogging with Ioka every morning for a while. It helped me build up stamina. What irony, really.


  The longer I ran, the darker it became outside. As the sky turned purple, the street lights activated. I entered a residential district of older flats, where I, quite literally for a single second, lost sight of the dog. I frantically looked around, spotting a single-floor café. Compared to the dark surroundings, it was the only place that emitted any resemblance of light. Neatly lined up potted flowers stood in front of the clean white outer walls. The red door in the center made it stand out even more. Next to that was a small veranda with seats. And the sight there explained everything.


  The round table was made of orange-colored wood. Right in front of that sat a tall girl with translucent hair. And I would never mistake that sight—It’s Rosy. And she was facing another woman. She had long black hair, hanging down one shoulder. The eyes shining below her furrowed eyebrows carried a sharp gleam, conveying a calm conviction. She matched her dark-gray slim suit with a white blouse, and a pear necklace dangling from her neck. Despite the choice of colors seeming gentle and inviting, it reminded me of sturdy armor.


  That sight alone told me she must be someone extremely important at a company, making you think you walked into a business meeting. But I could tell right away. The shape of her eyes looked exactly like Rosy’s.


  “How many more times does Rosy have to tell you?! Rosy doesn’t wanna go back to Britain! Listen to her for once!”


  I heard Rosy’s pleading voice, which was akin to a scream.


  “And I keep telling you. There is nothing to discuss here,” Rosy’s mother responded with a calm voice. “I’ve decided that I will be going back to Britain. And since you are my daughter, you will come back together with me.”


  “But!” Rosy tried to bite back, but her mother just sighed.


  “How selfish can you be?”


  “You’re one to talk! You don’t even listen to what Rosy has to say!”


  “Because it just repeats over and over. We won’t ever see eye to eye. Like two parallel lines.”


  “No clue what you’re talking about, but Rosy disagrees!”


  “Then learn it now.”


  “No! No! Rosy hates you, Mommy!” Rosy said and stomped her feet on the ground.


  The vibrations reached the other chairs on the terrace, shaking the other furniture.


  “That works for me. I can’t stand selfish people, either.”


  And yet, this shaking didn’t reach her mother. It’s like she floated in the air, as she just took a sip from her coffee with a calm expression. The grumble I heard from Rosy as she left her head hanging gripped my heart. For a moment, I hesitated on what I should do, but my conclusion had been set in stone from the beginning. There must be a reason why that dog has led me here.


  “Um…”


  I mustered up my courage and called out to the two, as they both looked my way.


  “Wait…Mr. Boyfriend?! Why are you here?!”


  “Ah, well…”


  “Boyfriend?”


  Rosy’s mother gave me a dubious look when she heard that word. But, I can’t blame her, because I’d like to have that same exact reaction. That said, I couldn’t afford to be flustered now.


  “Actually, my name is Arihara Aruha. Rosy—Rosamond-san has called me here. She wants me to be by her side while talking to you. Sorry I ended up late.”


  I didn’t give her mother even a chance to argue as I sat down next to Rosy. She was surprised for a moment, but quickly picked herself up.


  “Th-That’s right! Rosy always gets way too emotional, right? She figured it’d be better to have someone around so that things don’t go south. And since you said it’s fine if we talk outside, Rosy invited him here.”


  Of course, no such pre-planning took place. Rosy just made it up on the spot to match my lie. It wasn’t the best of reasons, but good enough to push the narrative and create a story.


  “That might be true, but even so…” Rosy’s mother still held the cup as she tilted her head, looking confused, but still nodded. “Well, then you must be the reason Rosamond wants to stay in Japan?”


  “Not at all,” I vetoed, but…


  “That’s right! Rosy is going to marry this person! So she has to stay in Japan! It’s already a done deal!”


  “How ridiculous. Children cannot get married.”


  “Hell no! He’s actually…32! He’s an actual mister!”


  That would be an even bigger issue, I thought to myself as I held my head. Surely, her mother won’t believe utter nonsense like that, but she’s most likely still confused as to why I’m here. She looked like she suffered a severe headache, as she pressed her fingers on her temple.


  “I swear…Who did you get this from, I wonder?”


  “Um…dear Mother?”


  “I don’t see you having any right to act like I’m your stepmother,” she returned a response as sharp as a knife.


  I immediately tried to correct myself.


  “No, wait, I misspoke.”


  I’ve never been in a situation like this before, so I didn’t know how to address her. But, I had to get back on track or we’d never make it anywhere.


  “Anyway, I’m Rosy’s friend. Just a friend.”


  “No, no! He’s the boyfriend of Rosy’s friend!”


  “Can you stop complicating things?!”


  “Anything is fine,” Rosy’s mother cut through our conversation. “Either way, this has nothing to do with you. I swear…I freed up some time and this is what I get? This is as far as I’m willing to go. You and I will go back to Britain. That’s all. I have to return to my job.”


  She’s right, this whole thing has nothing to do with me. I’m doing this to exorcise Rosy’s devil. If not, it will bring even more harm to other people, and Sis will forcefully rip it out of Rosy. Just as we promised. The only thing I can do is reveal that wish. Because Rosy’s devil is different from what Ioka and Miu went through. My existence has nothing to do with Rosy’s wish. Hence, I can’t grant it, or deny it. This problem is something Rosy has to deal with herself.


  And I can’t blame her mother for acting like this when someone she’s never met is suddenly trying to meddle with their family’s business. But, I managed to find my way here after chasing the dog. So, there must be a reason why I’m here. Something only I can do…But, is that really true? For a brief moment, all sorts of thoughts ran through my mind, and I reached my conclusion. I never had any room to choose. To break free from this situation, I had only one option.


  “It’s always about work with you! Don’t run away now!”


  Cornered by Rosy, her mother’s expression was distorted. For a split second, I thought I heard the sound of a thread snapping in half.


  “I’m not running away. The reason I came to Japan was because I had something to do. Now, that moved to Britain. That’s all.”


  “You liar.”


  And yet, Rosy immediately denied that explanation. While they were arguing back and forth, I secretly took out my smartphone and sent a message. I don’t know if it’ll reach them right away, but I can only pray. All I know is that this is the best thing I can do in this situation.


  “Rosy knows all too well. You’ve been acting off since Daddy came to Japan. What were you two talking about?”


  “That doesn’t have anything to do with you.”


  “It obviously does!”


  There, Rosy’s mother slapped her hands on the table, which made the coffee cups shake with a clunking tone.


  “Why are you always…always acting like this?! You never listen to what I say!”


  “Because you don’t bother to ever hear out what Rosy wants to tell you!”


  I had completely lost my chance to get between the two. It’s like I was a small kitty stuck between a tornado and a storm, simply quivering in fear and terror. I know it’s pretty pathetic of me to act this way after placing myself in this situation, but I’m just trying to buy time here. If I let her mother leave, it’ll all be over.


  “I’m telling you to stop being selfish!”


  “Why?! Rosy just doesn’t want to go back to Britain! She wants to be in Japan! How is that selfish?!”


  “Why would you have to stay in Japan anyway?”


  “Because Rosy is working hard as a model. Not like you would know about any of that!”


  “You can just do that in Britain. What good will becoming a third-rate model in Japan do you?”


  “Third-rate…?”


  “That’s right. There’s no point in limiting yourself to Japan’s low level. This is just child’s play, so grow up.”


  These words silenced Rosy completely. I could feel the air change. The raging storm has subsided. But instead, a tsunami was slowly approaching us. Like the calm before the storm, no sound was made.


  “You’re wrong.”


  “Wrong about that?”


  “Don’t make fun of models.”


  The air felt frozen until I heard something like a crack forming in a block of ice.


  “You don’t understand a thing. Even Rosy has things she cares about.”


  What I feared would happen…was now upon us. The shadow dog now trotted around the terrace. Like it wanted to check up on us. Whereas I heard faint growling up to this point, now he was silent. It’s like he never existed in the first place.


  “Have you ever respected anything that I cared for? Do you know how much I sacrificed to raise you? It surely wouldn’t hurt you to listen to what I have to say once or twice, right?”


  “Then why did you bring Rosy with you to Japan?”


  “You wanted to come. Phillip, Patrick, and Edith, they’re all selfish. And you’re no better, Rosamond. I don’t even like children, but Phillip wouldn’t shut up about wanting kids. Nobody considers my own feelings!”


  “Pat and Edi don’t have anything to do with this!”


  Rosy’s voice grew louder and louder. And then, I saw the dog in my view—a second dog. I was bewildered. Is it not just one devil possessing her? And as if that wasn’t enough, yet another dog appeared. I could see three dogs now. They began surrounding us, watching us as they were ready to leap at us. Like animals of prey watching their next target…No, they weren’t watching us. They were specifically glaring at Rosy’s mother.


  “Why…Why do you say that? If Rosy knew this’d happen, she would have never come to Japan.”


  When Rosy stood up, her skirt lifted up. From within there, I saw something gray poking out. Of course, I knew exactly what this was. It was a tail consisting of fluffy fur. And needless to say—it was a dog’s tail.


  “No, that’s not right. Rosy is just getting in your way. If so—”


  I knew exactly what her next words would be—Rosy should never have been born. It felt like, if she finished her sentence, everything would come to an end. She would accept her wish, and turn into a ferocious beast, as the shadow dogs attack her mother. And considering they could transmit illnesses from a distance, I shuddered at what they could do with direct contact.


  “Rosy!”


  I had Rosy put on my own coat and forced her down on her chair. With a rather inelegant voice, she landed on her behind. Her mother shouldn’t have been able to see, and my coat should block it off for everyone else. That’s at least the worst-case scenario avoided for now.


  “H-Huh?! What?”


  She looked utterly bewildered. Even her mother gave me a dubious look. I moved a bit closer, whispering in her ear.


  “Your butt.”


  “What?”


  “Just check it.”


  She ran her hand down her skirt, only to let out a faint shriek. She was about to say something, but I gave her a stern look as I looked around. The dogs were still close by. But they looked tense, ready to leap at us at any moment. I heard the growling again, too. Depending on Rosy’s feelings, however, they might act again. The situation was one step from exploding.


  I took a deep breath and started thinking. The reason the dogs appeared was very obvious. Rosy’s mother made light of Rosy’s model work. She would end up the same target as the other models who could take away Rosy’s jobs. However, her mother never intended to listen from the start. Rosy tried to explain her feelings, but it all went along with two parallel lines. Right now, all I can do is buy time. Because then, I might be able to create a way out of this.


  “Why do you have to go back to Britain?” I asked her mother.


  “That has nothing to do with you.”


  She sent me a sharp gaze, as sweat began pouring out of my hands. However, I can’t back down.


  “No, it does. I’m Rosy’s friend.”


  “But an outsider to the family.”


  “That is very true. However, if I believe that it would be better for Rosy to go back to Britain, I will try and convince her. Even if she doesn’t listen to you, she might very well listen to what her friend has to say.”


  A brief silence followed.


  “What?! You’re betraying Rosy?! Why are you siding with Mommy?!”


  I ignored Rosy, who voiced her veto, and continued while trying my best to keep my composure.


  “Please, tell me. Why do you have to go back to Britain?”


  It was just my intuition speaking. In reality, I had no argument here. But, I considered the opposite. If this really was an understandable reason as to why Rosy should head back to Britain, I can’t stop her. Sis also said that it’s unreasonable wishes that get picked up by the devils. So, maybe it would be better if she lost her wish altogether. It’s those sincere wishes during our youth that attract devils. But that doesn’t mean that adults don’t have any wishes, either. Surely, her mother must have her own wish.


  Listening to my words, her mother stopped moving. Her eyes grew watery for a moment, and I didn’t miss that. I guess having an outsider be the middleman could help calm down the situation, after all. A long breath escaped her nose as she relaxed and sank back down on her chair.


  “It’s not you, okay? It’s Touno,” she said and took out a business card from her pocket, placing it on the table.


  I ran my eyes through the words written on there, spotting her name Rokugou Touno. I was reminded of the large tower-like flat they lived in. The stiff and distant feeling I got matched the person in front of me.


  “Okay, then…Touno-san.”


  “I will answer your question. The reason is simple. Phillip—Rosy’s father—told us to come home.”


  “But didn’t we come to Japan because you got in a fight with Daddy? And you were pissed like crazy, Mommy,” Rosy said, like she was unable to accept this answer.


  Meanwhile, Touno-san showed an expression that created several wrinkles on her forehead, as she let out yet another sigh.


  “…That’s right. Now that you and your siblings didn’t require my full attention anymore, I found myself a promising job, but he said that we would move. How could I not blow a fuse because of that?”


  “And that’s why you ran away from home, Mommy?”


  “D-Don’t make it sound like I was a teenager!”


  “But that’s what it was, right? Rosy was tired of Britain, too, so she tagged along. What was it…She jumped on the bandwagon!”


  “I had work in Japan, actually, I just couldn’t put up with his selfishness anymore. He’s always like that. Just blabbering on without listening to what people have to say, deciding everything on his own. And yet, he always knows how to cheer me up right away…”


  Seeing her complain like that, I felt like I had to change my view of her. Her expression wasn’t stern and strict. It carried much more complicated emotions than I initially gave her credit for. And Rosy probably felt the same way because she showed me an unexpected look on her face.


  “Say, Mommy?”


  “What?”


  “Did you say we’d be going back to Britain…because Daddy came to see you?”


  “That’s…”


  “Is it because he came all the way here to apologize?”


  “No! He just took time off work to book a plane and came here for my sake, even brought a flower bouquet, and said he’d prepare a home office so we could all live together…”


  “That’s basically the same thing, isn’t it?!” Rosy stood up again, as I grabbed the chair that almost fell over. “Couldn’t you have said so from the very beginning?!”


  “Agh…” Touno-san began blushing aggressively as she looked down at the table.


  That expression of hers looked like that of a regular girl. I felt like an idiot for antagonizing her all this time. And so did Rosy, probably. Eventually, Touno-san spoke with a mutter.


  “…I see. That’s why I didn’t tell you anything. I couldn’t admit that I was happy. And so, I just blocked off everything. All for my own convenience.”


  “Huh? So wait, what did you tell Daddy?”


  “I was beside myself with rage and kicked him out.”


  “And you sent him back to Britain without saying another word?!”


  “Actions count for a lot more than words, don’t you think?”


  “Oh gosh…Daddy’s got it rough,” Rosy grumbled as she exhaled, looking genuinely disappointed. “Listen, Mommy. You should grow up a bit.”


  Those words must have stung because Touno-san’s expression shattered into all sorts of complicated emotions. I guess I didn’t have to convince Rosy after all. Maybe I wasn’t even needed in the first place.


  “Honestly, this is all way too stupid.”


  I had to agree with that. And so did the devil, because the dogs patrolling around us had completely vanished. As well as Rosy’s tail. The devil acts according to Rosy’s perception, which means that she probably stopped seeing Touno-san as an enemy.


  “Then you can just do what you want. Be happy with Daddy. But Rosy’s gonna stay here in Japan. That way, everyone’s happy!”


  “That won’t do.”


  “Why?!”


  “Because you’re still in middle school.”


  “But Rosy’s a lot more mature than you! What you’re doing is a lot more immature!”


  Touno-san seemed to have received a good chunk of damage from that comment, but she cleared her throat once and fixed her seating.


  “I…I apologize for not talking this through with you properly. I lost my calm and acted selfishly. You can blame me for that all you want.”


  “You big dummy. Being a maiden in love is one thing, but don’t drag your kids into that, okay?”


  “Gah…!” Touno-san blushed yet again.


  However, she immediately returned to a serious expression.


  “I do feel bad. So…if you desperately want to stay in Japan, I will stay with you. I do quite like my work here.”


  “Really?!”


  “There is just one thing I don’t understand.”


  “Hm? But Rosy told you everything already.”


  “I knew that you weren’t fitting in well back in Britain. I realized that quite early. Because, unlike Patrick and Edith, you are a lot more like me.”


  “Say what? Well, Rosy didn’t wish for that, though.”


  They two scoffed at each other in unison. She must be talking of Rosy’s siblings.


  “That’s also why I allowed you to come with me. I figured a new environment could help you.”


  “Then explain that! You never say anything!”


  “And I said I was sorry! But that’s not important right now. Rosamond, I’ve realized that you’re not fitting in here in Japan, either. That said, I understand your desire to continue working as a model. If you want to make a genuine career out of it, however, you’re severely limited here in Japan. It would be much wiser to head back to Britain and restart there. An acquaintance of Phillip’s has contacts that could be of help. And if you build up your portfolio in Britain, you might even make it to France or Italy. So, why won’t you make that choice despite your current situation only keeping you down?”


  “Th-That’s…”


  “Let me rephrase. I don’t mind if you want to stay in Japan. However, I don’t understand your reason. Tell me, Rosamund…Why are you so desperate to stay here?”


  Rosy immediately argued back. Or, I thought she would, at least. But, that wasn’t the case.


  “Huh? Well, because…Rosy’s model work, and…Wait, wouldn’t that be better in Britain? Huh?”


  Her mouth opened and lots of words left her throat, and yet they all vanished into the darkness without her forming a proper sentence. Just like the fish I saw at the aquarium. I wanted to support her, so I opened my mouth. However, the voice that came out of it was a lot deeper than I anticipated.


  “Please let me be the one to explain that.”


  Of course, it wasn’t my voice at all. We all looked over in the direction it came from, only to be greeted by a tall man wearing a suit.


  “Shimizu-san!”


  “Shiito!”


  Shimizu-san didn’t respond and just politely bowed to Touno-san, who couldn’t follow at all.


  “You must be Rosamond-san’s mother, I presume. My name is Shimizu, I am the manager responsible for looking after your daughter. We did talk on the phone once before Rosamond-san started working for our agency…but I guess this would probably be our first meeting.”


  “Ah, yes. I guess. She must be in good hands then, I presume…?”


  Albeit slightly bewildered, Touno-san still raised her hip to greet Shimizu-san. She accepted the business card he offered her, doing the same with her own. It felt like two adults were talking.


  “No, we’re the ones always looked after, in fact.”


  “That’s right! Rosy’s doing a good job, after all!”


  “Rosy, let’s keep it down, yeah?” I said.


  Shimizu-san put the business cards back into his pocket and sat down next to Touno-san. I know it couldn’t be helped because this table was meant for four people, but shouldn’t Shimizu-san be sitting next to Rosy instead of her mother? Maybe I really am just in the way.


  “I was informed of the circumstances already.”


  Yet, Shimizu-san didn’t seem to pay any mind and just started talking.


  “As an agency, we would love to keep Rosamond-san part of our team. With her talent and style, it would be no exaggeration to assume she could one day appear in Europe. She is from Britain, after all, so there is no language barrier keeping her down. However, it is also a fact that the model world over there demands a more… mature image. And Rosamond-san’s quirks stick out much more here in Japan. I think it would be more than fine for her to continue her career overseas after a few years.”


  Touno-san listened in silence and responded.


  “I understand that you highly value Rosamond. However, that is what you would say as someone from the agency, right?”


  It had a cynical tone, but she probably had no bad intentions. It’s more like she was testing Shimizu-san. And he most likely knew that.


  “Of course, your opinion as her guardian matters the most. However, I’m not the one who needs to convince you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Please have a look at this,” Shimizu-san said and took out a rectangular object from his rectangular bag.


  It was surprisingly big, with a black cover.


  “What is…?”


  “It’s a portfolio of Rosamond-san’s work so far. Have you seen it yet?”


  “No…”


  Touno-san slowly flipped over the cover. Immediately after, she was greeted by countless photos from Rosy, all beautifully printed. On each page, more and more photos appeared, showing Rosy with a wide range of outfits and expressions. Some I’ve seen before, but some I haven’t.


  “I figured that the best person to speak for Rosamond-san’s talent…is she herself.”


  Rosy and I listened to his words as we watched Touno-san flip through the portfolio. Amidst those, I spotted a photo from NarraTale. She wore fur that made her look like a werewolf. Thinking about it, it’s been a long time since then. Meanwhile, Rosy watched over her mother with a tense expression. Finally, Touno-san flipped through the last page, exhaled once, and then massaged her temple.


  “…Rosamond.”


  “Yes, Mommy?”


  She then looked directly at Rosy.


  “Not bad.”


  Rosy didn’t respond, but the glimmer in her eyes was plenty of an answer. I guess this roundabout way was the best possible compliment for her. If she still had her tail growing from her back, it would probably wag left and right like crazy. Well, it’s better this way, of course.


  “Shimizu-san, was it? I understand your point. Since you’ve come here prepared like this, I would assume that you know about Rosamond’s life here in Japan?”


  Shimizu-san smiled gently.


  “Yes. Many of our models live on their own, away from their guardians. Of course, we can’t let someone like Rosamond-san live all by herself, but our agency owns a shared dorm where she would be in safe hands.”


  “I understand…Then let us discuss the details at a later time.”


  Hearing that, Rosy jumped up.


  “So then?!”


  “Don’t get too excited. Nothing has been decided yet. I’m just investigating my options.”


  “Again with that? Just be honest, Mommy.”


  “Shut up! I swear, you are just…”


  Then I will prepare the documents and everything, so we will discuss it another time. You’re free to keep the portfolio, and apologies for suddenly showing up.”


  “It’s fine…” said Touno-san as she looked at me and then back at Shimizu-san.


  “Is there anything on your mind still?” Shimizu-san asked, but Touno-san just her head and glanced at Rosy.


  “Rosamond.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m sure I wasn’t a good mother for you. But, you managed to find what you cherish all by yourself, right?”


  It felt like the smile she showed us was one of loneliness.


  “What’s that supposed to mean? Ah, money? Well, gotta save up as much as possible, right? From now on, too.”


  And yet, Rosy didn’t catch on to that whatsoever.


  “It’s okay. I’ll pay as much money as you need. It’s the one thing I can do for you, after all,” Touno-san laughed and did exactly what she said, leaving cash on the table that was far too much and excused herself.


  “Phew…”


  I felt all strength leave my body as I leaned against the back of my chair.


  “Lad, I appreciate you contacting me. I owe you.”


  “No, it’s okay. Thanks for stepping in to help. I couldn’t have done anything.”


  “That’s not true. Mommy was a lot more calm than usual. If not for you here, she probably would’ve snapped Rosy’s neck.”


  “That was…calm…?”


  I’m really starting to feel bad for Rosy’s father…Phillip-san, was it? I can see them getting into a lot of arguments. But since he offered a home office for her, he might still be more isolated than everything, And yet, he came to Japan to bring Touno-san back. He probably loves her. After all, he went out of his way to take time off work and fly over here, with a flower bouquet. That’s not so easy to do if you’re not fully prepared. Will I…one day be like him? The first thing that popped up in my mind was Ioka’s face. I panicked and shook my head. I’m getting ahead of myself.


  “And thank you too, Shiito.”


  “Well, I’m glad everything worked out. Well, we need the blessings of your guardian to continue your work, so I would appreciate it if you tried to be more in contact with her. Even if you’re not getting along all too well.”


  “Yeah, but did you see that? Keeping contact with that is way too much of a pain. She might be good at her job, but on the inside, she’s not much older than Rosy.”


  “Don’t call your guardian a “that,” if you would,” Shimizu-san flashed a wry smile and sighed. “Well, I can’t say I wasn’t nervous,” he said and called over an employee to order a coffee.


  His back seemed a lot more curled up than usual, and since I thought he’d be going home immediately, I was surprised to see that.


  “Didn’t know you were physically capable of feeling nervous.”


  “Of course I am. Especially this time around.”


  “Because…you needed to convince her no matter what?”


  “Actually…” Shimizu-san stopped himself to thank the employee for bringing his coffee. “I just believe that Rosy will be able to work more if she stays in Japan.”


  “Is that so?”


  “And these words carry a heavy responsibility, so of course I’d be nervous.”


  I watched Shimizu-san from afar as he took a sip of his coffee. And then, I thought to myself. He’s really trying to be upfront with all of his models. Could I be so straightforward, too? As an exorcist? Towards Miu, Rosy, or even Ioka? No, when it comes to Ioka, how should I even face her? I gazed at Shimizu-san drinking his coffee while my mind was filled with Ioka.


  Chapter 7 - The Hero With A Thousand Faces


  Rosy and I saw off Shimizu-san, heading back to work, and left the café behind us. Feeling like one important job of mine had ended, I stretched my stiff body. Taking a deep breath, I could feel the dusty scent of the town entering my nose. The sound of the passing cars, the cheers from the kids playing in the distance, it feels like I can finally hear it all again. But of course, I could do so this whole time and didn’t just regain my hearing now. That said, I was definitely too nervous to divert my attention to anything else around me.


  “Phew, that’s good,” a few words of relief left my mouth.


  Rosy heard that and showed me a smile.


  “Thanks for coming. But how did you know where we were?”


  “Um…”


  I hesitated for a moment but eventually decided to tell her. There’s no reason to hide it from her, after all, since she’s directly involved.


  “There was a dog.”


  “A dog…? You mean that dog?”


  “Yeah. I chased after it, which led me to you.”


  “Oooh…”


  Rosy looked like she had her own thoughts about this whole thing, as she checked her behind again. As before, there were no remains from the tail. Telling her about this, she seemed relieved. The devil is, no matter how you twist it, something evil. After all, it acted according to Rosy’s wish, twisted it, and spread a sickness around. Her desire to not go back to Britain, to stay in Japan, might have been sincere, but that doesn’t mean it was fair for her to steal other people’s jobs. If this desire reigned in her heart, there was no getting away from that.


  But, I also realized that devils only try to fulfill wishes that are genuine and important to the person. And since they are a family, there must be times when they couldn’t be upfront with each other. Considering Touno-san’s expression when she spoke of Rosy’s father, it showed that she was a pure and diligent person. But to reveal that could be difficult for her depending on the position she is in. And that’s why I was called there by the devil. I can understand that, but something just doesn’t feel right.


  “You’re really amazing, Mr. Boyfriend. Like a real exorcist. Despite the devil appearing, you made it all work out.”


  “I wonder about that…”


  It didn’t feel that way to me at all. Even if the devil called me and ran to her side, I didn’t do anything. The one who resolved it all was still Shimizu-san.


  “So do you think Rosy’s devil is gone now?”


  “I’d like to think that, but we should stay vigilant. I’ll ask Sis to check up on you.”


  It was the same with Ioka and Miu. We might have avoided a disaster now, but until we seal the devil, we shouldn’t be lenient. Sis should be at home, so I’ll have her check up on Rosy. A mochi store for mochi, and an exorcist for a devil. And yet, Rosy showed no tension whatsoever, just stretching as I did earlier.


  “Man, if only you were Rosy’s boyfriend instead! Told Mommy that it’s different, but we might as well go out, right? Not like you’ll lose out on anything.”


  “No, we can’t.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it would hurt Ioka.”


  Witnessing me return a strong answer, Rosy gave me a baffled look. However, that quickly changed into a teasing grin.


  “Oh? You were actually thinking about it, huh? So it would’ve been okay if Ioka wasn’t in the picture?”


  “N-No, of course not.”


  I realized my mistake and quickly denied her assumptions. But somewhere deep in my heart, something felt off. I respect Ioka’s existence and way of living. She has a strength that I don’t have. It looks like she feels inferior to me, but I’m the one who keeps being drawn to her. I’m trying to fill the emptiness in my heart by looking at her. I started thinking. No matter what Ioka does. No matter how she may act, I don’t think I’ll ever be that angry that I’m just leaving her behind. So in a way, I’m a bit jealous of Touno-san. She can be angry despite loving the other person.


  “The same goes for Rosy. She likes you for sure, but she also likes Ioka.”


  As I was lost in thought, Rosy broke through the silence as she dropped her own gaze. Only then did I realize that it was completely dark outside.


  “Ioka is Rosy’s very first friend. Sure, she possessed her off a lot at first, but it’s the truth. Ioka might not feel the same way, and Miu might not, either…But Rosy wants to stay friends with them.”


  Before I realized it, Rosy’s hand had grasped that pen with the flower. I didn’t even see her reach for her bag, so she might have kept it in her pocket.


  “Um…what about me?”


  “You’re a bonus with Ioka!”


  “Right,” I flashed a wry smile, but she wasn’t wrong.


  The reason she would joke about stealing me from Ioka is probably just on the level of snatching an accessory she took a liking to. Just fooling around like always.


  “I hope you can stay in Japan.”


  “Yup!”


  Rosy’s translucent hair shone in a faint green from the streetlamps. I just wished she’d never be lost in the dark like this again. Of course, as long as she wished for it. And right as that thought raced through my mind, I could feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. I took it out and saw Sis’s name on the screen. I checked over at Rosy, but she was too busy staring at insects gathering around the street lamp, so I answered the call.


  “Hey Sis, what’s up?”


  “How did things turn out with Rosy-chan?”


  That question gave me an odd feeling. She looked like she was in a hurry. Her voice sounded awfully tense.


  “Everything’s fine. I think…I exorcised the devil.”


  “Did you finish the ritual to seal it away?”


  “Not yet. I was thinking of coming straight home to have you check up on her…”


  “Any change in her body?”


  “For a brief moment, but she’s back to normal.”


  “What about the shape of the animal?”


  “Same as before.”


  A few seconds pass. I could tell that Sis seemed out of breath.


  “I’m sorry…I was with her, but Ioka-chan…she…”


  I could feel all the blood vessels in my body being squeezed together like I was being drained of my blood. My hand holding the phone suddenly felt so eerily cold.


  “What happened?! Where is Ioka right now?!”


  I was careless after all. Chasing after Rosy’s devil, I realized that her wish was to stay in Japan. If not for that, the dog wouldn’t have called me over. However, that doesn’t explain why the dogs appeared before Ioka and Miu, too. But what if there was something more to Rosy’s wish than to just stay in Japan? And if that was in some way related to Ioka…she would be in danger.


  “Just go see Ioka-chan right now.”


  “But Miu said she also saw the dog.”


  “I’ll confirm that. I want you to go see Ioka-chan, Aruha.”


  “Got it.”


  I cut the call and realized that Rosy stood right next to me. She must have caught on that something was off.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I…I have to go see Ioka!”


  “W-Wait! Rosy’s coming with you, too!”


  This is my fault. I should have gone to Ioka first. I couldn’t believe myself for forgetting this easily. I knew exactly where she would be tonight—At the NarraTale party. As silence fell upon the city, I started running. My pulse fought back the anxiety filling my body, giving me the force to keep on running.


  * * *


  “Joseph Campbell once said the following—That a story is a rite of passage. If so, then all the people who buy NarraTale’s outfits access the concept of maturity. We attempt to decorate all our inexperienced and unripe selves, our youthfulness, with the use of our clothes—”


  The lobby, decorated with casual plants and trees, looked like an expensive venue. Just having a gaze around me made me feel incredibly out of place. I glanced over at Rosy, and although she wasn’t wearing a dress, she still fit in relatively well. I guess my outfit isn’t the issue, but my entire existence might be misplaced. But, I didn’t have time to consider any of that. I found the panel with NarraTale’s logo imprinted on it. I ran ahead and tried to enter the venue, but the man wearing a suit at the reception stopped me.


  “Excuse me? This is the venue for the NarraTale business party,” he said calmly but with a strong tone.


  I know that. That’s why I have to get in there.


  “I’m sorry, but please let me through!”


  “A friend of ours inside! And I’m a model!”


  Rosy asked together with me, and although we didn’t have time to explain the situation—which even I didn’t understand all too well—we had to get inside as quickly as possible to look for Ioka. The receptionist maintained a dubious look but responded calmly.


  “Could I ask for your names?”


  “It’s Arihara Aruha!”


  “Please wait a moment…I’m sorry, your name doesn’t seem to be on the list.”


  “What about Rosy?! Rosamond Roland Rokugou!”


  “My apologies, but I don’t see your name either, so I cannot allow you to pass through…”


  The panic inside me grew, but then I spotted a familiar face.


  “Shimizu-san!”


  “Hm? Lad? And Rosy too, that’s a surprise.”


  He seemed a bit bewildered as he walked our way.


  “Ioka’s here already, so…Wait, you didn’t plan on coming today, which is why you’re not on the list, huh?”


  Shimizu-san explained the situation and handed the receptionist his business card, who reluctantly let us through.


  “I made sure to extend the invitation of Ioka to you, too. You should have just discussed this beforehand. Oh yeah, I do think Ioka’s acting a bit off, so do you happen to know—Hey!”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t have time for that!”


  “Wh-What now?!”


  A large number of people filled the venue. They all wore dresses or suits, but some people chose to go with more peculiar outfits. I guess that’s how a fashion brand’s party goes. Up on stage, Tezuka Teruta had already disappeared. The light from the chandelier scattered across the people conversing with each other while holding glasses in their hands, as I searched for her, praying for her safety.


  When I did finally spot her, she resembled a flower. She stood near a wall, not talking with anybody. Her black hair looked like it glittered because of the chandelier’s light, and her long and slim eyelashes created a shadow on her face. Normally, the dress she wore would have only strengthened the glow she emitted, and yet this time, it seemed fleeting and vain. At the very least, she wore the hairpin I gave her, allowing me to feel some level of relief. But, she evidently wasn’t here to enjoy herself.


  “Ioka!” I called out her name.


  “Aruha-kun!”


  When she saw me, her face lit up for a moment. Like she had found a lost item. However, her expression dimmed immediately after.


  “Ioka, are you okay?”


  Rosy finally caught up with me. She seemed worried about Ioka.


  “So you were called here too after all…I see, and Aruha-kun came here with you…”


  I immediately understood what misunderstanding was filling her mind, so I denied it right away.


  “That’s not it, Ioka, I just—”


  “But, I’m relieved. I was just so worried about it that I attended the party. With this, I have no more regrets.”


  A chilly sensation ran along my whole body. I was wrong. I didn’t understand at all. And it probably wasn’t a misunderstanding, either. Something fundamental happened with Ioka, and I was none the wiser.


  “Aruha-kun, thanks for everything. I was really happy. I realize now that it was a wish never meant to be fulfilled. But, I managed to make it this far…because of you.”


  A hand reached right into my chest, grabbing my heart in an attempt to crush it. Did I…miss something crucial? Did I make a wrong choice somewhere that I was not allowed to get false?


  “Rosy, please look after Aruha-kun. If it’s you, I can allow it,” Ioka said as she turned to Rosy.


  However, both of us were in utter bewilderment at that.


  “Ioka, what are you talking about? Mr. Boyfriend is your boyfriend, right?!”


  Ioka turned towards me again and calmly declared.


  “Aruha-kun…Let’s break up.”
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  None of this made any sense. Why do we have to do that? Did I anger Ioka without realizing it? Or, are we just not meant to be together? Countless thoughts and possibilities filled my head. And as I was frozen on the ground, Ioka walked toward me.


  “Goodbye.”


  With these final words, she walked past me. Despite that, I still couldn’t move. It felt like I had been flashbanged. Everything in my view turned white, as all sound disappeared. My body wouldn’t listen to my orders anymore. If I took one step, I might just collapse right then and there. However, there was one force that relentlessly shook my body.


  “Hey! Shouldn’t you go after her?!”


  It was Rosy. She had placed her hands on my shoulders, shaking me left and right. It allowed my frozen body to heat up again, as my consciousness returned from the abyss. I kept telling myself to calm down. Something was off about Ioka. Something is going on. And the only way to find out is to ask why she suddenly decided to break up.


  “Thank you, Rosy,” I said and turned around.


  “Hey, Lad! What is going on? I just saw Ioka running away from—Hey!”


  “I’m sorry, I’ll explain everything later,” I said to Shimizu-san while running past him.


  Will there even be a “later” waiting for me? I didn’t know. All I knew was that Rosy was running right behind me.


  * * *


  “Ioka!”


  I caught up with Ioka shortly after leaving the venue, at a promenade running alongside the river. Contrary to my heart in disarray, the surface of the water was calm. The light from the buildings around us scattered and made the water look like glass. Even amidst the darkness, Ioka stood out as she stood next to the river. For a moment, I was worried she might just jump into the water. Her existence itself felt fickle and about to disappear, so I frantically reached out for her. The hand I reached was cold. Like an icicle, it might break at the smallest touch.


  “Get away from me!” Ioka shook my hand off with more force than I expected.


  “What’s gotten into you, Ioka? I won’t understand if you don’t talk to me!”


  “I told you everything there is! We should break up!”


  “But why?!”


  If she wants to break up with me, then I can accept that. If she sees it as necessary, I have no right to stop her. But, it shouldn’t be this quick and heartless. I can’t just nod and accept this without knowing what’s happened to her. I looked at her with an unwavering gaze, so she must have resigned herself and explained with a quivering voice.


  “…Yomiko-san told me the truth.”


  “…Sis? And what truth? What are you…”


  Why did Sis pop up in the conversation now? I knew that the two of them were talking. And I could think of many ways she’d be able to embarrass me, but I never told her anything that I would keep a secret from Ioka, let alone hurt her. Maybe Sis got the wrong idea, or maybe Ioka took something the wrong way. Either way, it’s nothing that can’t be fixed. Just put back the button that flew off your jacket. That way, we should be able to go back to how we were before—


  Is that really the case? Despite having no reason to feel this way, this doubt crossed my mind. That maybe I’m the one who’s in the wrong, and that Ioka is justified. The emotions that she felt now didn’t seem like a misunderstanding or a moment of confusion to me. She’s made up her mind. Granted, I couldn’t see the identity of those emotions, but I could feel the gravity she displayed them.


  “What’s gotten into you, Ioka?”


  “We can’t be together anymore.”


  “That’s not true! I promised you, didn’t I? That I’d always be watching you.”


  “No, that’s fine.”


  “It’s not fine at all!”


  “My wish is to break up with you. Surely, you’ll be able to grant that, right?”


  At that moment, I heard something snap. Like a withered tree collapsing. It was an unpleasant sound like weak bones being crushed. And then, from her hair, I saw glittering shards falling to the ground. But it didn’t take long for me to grasp what that was—A stone. The stone that belonged to the hair accessory I gave her. The stone in which her devil had been sealed. Cracks had begun to show on its surface.


  “…What?”


  Ioka must have caught on to this happening, as she gently ran her fingers across her accessory. It seemed like this was unexpected, even for her.


  “No…Why? I decided, and yet…Why is…?”


  Then, a raging storm of flames rushed toward me. A wind carrying excessive heat burned my cheek. To warn me of greater harm being on the way.


  “No! Dodge it, Aruha-kun!”


  My whole view turned red. I didn’t even have time to make a noise. The flames just swallowed me whole, burning my body to ash. Without knowing anything…without realizing a thing, I was like a witch burned at the stake. As if this was my punishment.


  “…!”


  But before this could become a reality, right as the flames were about to reach my body, something black jumped in front of me. It intercepted the flames and landed on the ground…with its four legs. It took me a moment to realize that I’d been looking at a black dog, resembling a shadow.


  “This is…”


  “F-Finally…Barely made it…!”


  The one who appeared behind me was—


  “Rosy!”


  “Mr. Boyfriend…You’re way too fast…” She gasped for air, but I was too bewildered at her appearance.


  Two pointed ears grew from her hair, stiff as they stood toward the sky. Her hands were covered in fur, showing sharp claws growing from within. A familiar tail poked out from beneath her skirt. And at her feet stood the black dog.


  “Rosy…Why are you…”


  In the end, we hadn’t exorcised the devil. And the fact that she had changed her appearance into that meant—


  “Careful!”


  Together with Ioka’s scream, more flames came flying our way. And yet, Rosy swung her big hands—No, her front paws, and slammed the flames onto the ground.


  “Hot, hot, hot!”


  That said, Rosy’s senses seemed to still be linked up, as she frantically waved her hands around to cool them. She then looked at Ioka and declared.


  “You know, Rosy finally figured out her wish.”


  Ioka bit her lip and waited for her to continue. Rosy took one deep breath and did just that.


  “At first, Rosy wanted to beat you. Because she wanted to finally leave a mark in the model world. Because she wanted to work even more. So that she could stay here. Be allowed to stay here. But what Rosy wanted…she already had. And Rosy just didn’t want to lose it,” she said and showed her fangs with a smile. “Rosy didn’t want to stay in Japan because of her model work. It’s because she wanted to stay with you and Miu. To have fun, create chaos, and enjoy our days together. She wanted to stay friends. That’s Rosy’s wish. So, please, Ioka…Talk to us. I bet you decided on all of this without even discussing anything with Mr. Boyfriend, right?”


  I finally understood what Rosy’s wish was. Warmth like the rising sun emitted from her words. However, even this warmth was erased by a cold breeze.


  “There is nothing to talk about. I’ve made my decision.”


  Met with such a stubborn response from Ioka, Rosy stomped her paws on the ground.


  “Are you that stupid?! You always act like this, you stubborn princess! Can’t you see all the trouble you’re putting on Mr. Boyfriend?! Why are you so childish?!”


  “I don’t want to hear that from you, who has no idea what is even going on!”


  “And Rosy’s asking you because she wants to understand!”


  “Telling you wouldn’t resolve a thing! I’ve made my decision! And if I burn Aruha-kun to ash, then it will all be for nothing!”


  “Ahhh, for crying out loud! This makes no sense! And that’s why your devil’s going rampant. Just look at Rosy! She’s an honest child, so the devil lends her power!”


  “Are you trying to one-up me even now?!”


  “Yup. You love battling it out like this, don’t you?”


  “Th-That’s not…!”


  “So, Rosy’s gonna be your sparring partner until you’re satisfied…No, until you’re willing to talk. Because…you’re Rosy’s precious friend!” Rosy screamed and leaped forward.


  Her leg covered in fur kicked off the ground, as her body shot toward Ioka like a bullet. There’s no way she could protect herself against that. She could just stagger backward on unsteady feet. But, her flames were different. They whirled along the ground, stopping Rosy’s advance. Even the black dog appearing from behind Ioka was met with the flames, standing still like a puppy getting scolded. And then, there I was. Witnessing this spectacle, unable to intervene.


  So instead, I began thinking. What was even happening right now? Ioka said that she heard everything from Sis. And as a result of that, she decided to break up with me. Of course, she has all the right to break up with me. I can’t blame her if she wanted to hate me. But, I just couldn’t bring myself to think that she did this while truly wishing to do so. Because if this truly is what she desired, then—


  “Rosy! Please get out of the way!”


  “Hell no!”


  —Amy wouldn’t be out of control like this. Devils don’t speak. They are phenomena, devoid of personalities. But that is why they speak more than the people they possess. Rosy’s true wish is to be with her friends. Having more work as a model was just a means for her to stay in Japan. Those dogs didn’t attack Ioka or Miu. They watched over them—asking for help. Asking Rosy’s friends for help. The reason they were about to harm Touno-san…is because she was in the way of Rosy’s accomplishing her wish.


  Ioka’s wish is to be looked at. I know that better than anyone. That’s why I’ve watched her all this time, stayed by her side, and watched over her. Yet, she’s trying to break free from that. She thinks that this is the only way. Even though she doesn’t wish for this at all—That’s right, I should’ve looked at it the opposite way. There is something she wants to protect so desperately that she’s willing to bend her own wish. What could that be?


  But before I could conclude, I heard the low roar of an engine, followed by the high-pitched shriek of wheels sliding along the asphalt. Turning around, I understood where the sounds had come from. A white car with red and yellow colors forming a scorpion had stopped next to us.


  “My word, you young ones just never run out of energy, do you?”


  Stepping out of the car was a woman wearing a familiar pair of glasses.


  “Sai-san!”


  “Phew, seems like I made it in time. If I brought you back half-burned, Yomiko would never bother to even turn my way again,” Sai-san said, stuffing one hand in her pocket, as she took out a cigarette.


  She put it in her mouth…but showed no intention of lighting it.


  “Huh? Why are you here?”


  
Rosy was bewildered, but…Ioka was as calm as ever. Almost like she had anticipated for this to happen.


  “Sai-sensei…So it’s time?”


  “Yeah. The preparations are complete, Ioka-kun.”


  “I see…” Ioka approached Sai-san on wobbly feet.


  However, the flames were still running rampant. They moved along the ground, aiming to engulf Sai-san whole.


  “Stand down, Amy,” Sai-san declared with a clear voice.


  In response, the flames suddenly dispersed. They fell to the ground, disappearing within Ioka’s shadow. Instead, Sai-san’s cigarette had been lit up.


  “Well, I’m not a genius like her, but knowing the circumstances…This much is no biggie,” she said and sucked in the air from her cigarette, breathing it out again. “Ioka-kun…I really feel bad. But, this is something that we both have to do. Surely, you understand?”


  “Of course. It’s what…I wished for, after all,” Ioka responded and sat in the back of the car.


  “Wait a second! Sai-san, what is going on here?!”


  “That’s right! Where are you taking Ioka?!”


  Sai-san looked at me for a brief moment, then directed her gaze over at Rosy.


  “Didn’t expect you to show up, too. Well, it’s not that big of an issue in my eyes.”


  “Ioka is Rosy’s friend! Don’t take her away!” Rosy screamed and jumped at Sai-san.


  “Sit, Naberius.”


  The moment Sai-san said so…


  “Wha…Huh…?”


  Rosy’s body just collapsed to the ground. And then, she sat on all fours like a dog that had been given the order by its owner.


  “Why…Rosy’s body won’t move…!”


  “Hm…Well, I won’t ask you to give me your paw, at least. I don’t want to bully you either, see.” Sai-san said and dropped the ash from her cigarette into her portable ashtray.


  That ashtray looked all too familiar.


  “Sai-san, explain yourself. What is going on?”


  “My bad, Little Bro. We’re running out of time.”


  “I don’t care! I’m asking you what you’re doing!”


  Despite my outburst, Sai-san remained almost, almost melancholic, as she exhaled more air.


  “Anyway, I’ve got a favor to ask.”


  “What?”


  “Mind hopping in the car? I need you to come with me.” She removed the cigarette from her mouth and smiled.


  “Not happening. I’m not an inch until you tell me what’s going on.”


  “Oh dear, if you say so…”


  I glared at Sai-san with as much pressure as I could. And yet, I quickly learned that it was all a futile struggle.


  “Get in the car, Aruha-kun.”


  “N-No…!”


  “Sorry to say, but you’ve got no other choice.”


  I immediately understood what she meant.


  “W-Why…?!”


  My body wouldn’t listen to me anymore. Like it wasn’t mine to begin with. No matter how much strength I put into my muscles, it felt like my whole body went numb. And then, I started moving. No, that’s not right. My body made its way to the backseat of Sai-san’s car, disregarding my own decision.


  “Why, you ask? Well, that’s easy,” Sai-san said as she entered the driver’s seat, pressing the cigarette into the car’s ashtray. “That’s because you are you, Little Bro.”


  My body fell over onto the seat, accepted by Ioka in the process. I could feel that she put a lot of strength into her grip on me as if she was unwilling to ever let go again. Even though my body wasn’t mine anymore, I could still feel her softness. And it felt like…she was crying.


  Without understanding a single thing, the car, with Ioka and me inside, drove off and left Rosy after us.


  Chapter 8 - The Starry Sky We Saw That Day


  When I woke up, I was still lying in the back of the car. Ioka, who should have been sitting next to me, was gone, and so was Sai-san from the driver’s seat. Outside, the darkness of the night had spread. Yet again, for but a brief moment, it felt like I was the only person left in the world. That everyone left me behind. But, the more my head woke up, the quicker I realized that I was just hallucinating. I looked at my hand, slowly moving my fingers.


  I formed a fist and relaxed my hand. I formed a fist and relaxed my hand. It seems like I’ve regained control over my body again. I wiped the sweat from my brow and then opened the door to step outside. What awaited me there…was a town radiating amidst the darkness. Several strong lights stood out on this dark night. White, yellow, green—the lights reflected in the river, twisted in the surface of the water. It’s like the starry sky and surface had switched around, making me feel like I looked down at the earth. Or maybe I was summoned to another world entirely.


  But the more my eyes got used to the darkness, the quicker my view captured something else. Steel beams winding up, together with horizontal and vertical pipelines. The structure ahead of me was split up into several layers, connected by respective stairs. At first glance, it seemed unordered, and yet I could see a system within it. Or maybe you could call it the beauty of function that I witnessed. But it had no romance to show from its cold and dead appearance—As it turns out, I was gazing at a factory. I once heard about Sakamaki City having a garbage dump with a garbage disposal center. The faint memory I had from the picture I saw overlapped with the sight in front of me.


  “Oh, Aruha? Are you awake?”


  I turned around toward that voice, greeted by a warm smile that had one eye covered by an eyepatch.


  “What do you think? It’s beautiful, right? Today is a special day, so instead of choosing any random place, I figured one like this might be a lot better…Though to be honest, this was the best we could find in this short time. It can’t be too narrow, and we wouldn’t want to draw attention from outsiders,” Sis said with an oddly happy tone.


  Before I could even try to grasp what she was talking about, I first spotted something else—Ioka’s body, tied up. She sat on a folding chair, her legs tied to one leg of the chair to keep them open, her arms put together behind her back. They were probably tied up, too. Her eyes were directed at the ground, devoid of any emotion.


  “Ioka!”


  She momentarily glanced at me but looked away soon after. What I could see for a brief moment was a chaotic expression like debris that had fallen to the ground.


  “Don’t worry, this is just to be on the safe side. I wouldn’t want this to go south, after all. But, we wouldn’t hurt your precious girlfriend, and her important body—No, her irreplaceable life,” Sis said while taking out a cigarette from her pocket, lighting it immediately.


  The smoke from it reached into the darkness of the night, like a predator stalking its prey within a forest. I could feel my own heart being pulled apart.I don’t know what’s going on here, but whatever it may be, looking at Ioka told me that I would not be a fan of it.


  “Sis, what is going on here? You must have a reason for all this, right?”


  “Let me be the one to explain that.”


  The one who responded wasn’t Sis. Appearing from the darkness, right next to Sis, was Sai-san.


  “Sai-san?!”


  “Yo. Sleep well, princess?”


  She had both her hands stuffed in her white coat as she greeted me with a smile. The friendliness I’d always felt between them was now frozen stiff, blocked off by a wall of ice.


  “That’s a surprise, Sai-chan,” Sis tilted her head, evidently confused, but Sai-san just let out a snicker.


  “Well, Little Bro is still my student. He’s also my responsibility.”


  Sis smiled and didn’t argue further. I could pick up a faint glimmer of sadness within Sai-san’s words, but she had already begun explaining before I could think about it.


  “Little Bro, did you never see it as weird?”


  “See what as weird?”


  “You are far too talented as an exorcist. Both Yomiko and I are experts. And devils have their own related field with its experts. We figure out people’s wishes and fulfill them. And you do that like it’s your second meal of the day.”


  “That’s because you told me to handle it every time, remember?!”


  Sai-san showed a self-deprecating laugh before she continued.


  “You know, I thought you had talent. As expected of Yomiko’s little brother—and all that.”


  “That’s why you pushed your work onto me?”


  “Not at all. That’s your hindsight-based opinion. In reality, I followed my principles and thought you should be the one to resolve the possessions. Especially since both Ioka-kun and Miu-kun had their wishes revolve around you to some degree. It’s only natural for me to leave it to you, don’t you think? Though there was another condition alongside that.”


  I glanced over at Ioka. She still had her head hanging low, tied up without any chance of moving, as she calmly breathed. I still wasn’t any wiser as to what was going on. Nor did I know why Sis and Sai-san were doing this. I could simply pray that this was all one big misunderstanding as I tried to make sense of all this.


  “I didn’t do anything. Especially with Miu’s wish, it was all Ioka’s effort.”


  “That is true. The one who finished the job was Ioka-kun. However, you pinpointed what her wish was in the first place. You have a talent for that. And this talent makes you sensitive to other people’s wishes.”


  “What do you…”


  “I guess you could say—that all you do is grant other people’s wishes.”


  “That’s not true!” I threw in a rebuttal, but Sai-san just shook her head like she was disappointed by my response.


  “Doesn’t it feel bothersome or complicated to make a decision for yourself? Have you ever hesitated in a situation where you had to make a choice? For example, what to order when standing in line to buy food somewhere…or when you were asked about your own dream?”


  “What…are you saying…”


  “Did you hand in your career survey?”


  This term that normally shouldn’t have any place in this conversation made me think of the wrinkled piece of paper I kept under my desk. And the sharp corner of this paper now stabbed me right into my chest.


  “I…I’m just not sure yet. Isn’t that normal? I’m still in high school. I don’t know what to do with my future!”


  “Then what about your past? Have you ever felt like you weren’t truly yourself? Can you remember much about your parents before they passed away? Has your own home ever felt like it actually belonged to someone else?”


  “You’re not making any sense. Why does this matter? And what about Ioka?! Let her go!” I fought back verbally, but my head understood.


  Everything she said…was correct. And deep down, I was already aware of where this was all leading.


  “Aruha-kun…You have no wish,” Sai-san said, smashing me in the head with this truth. “Hunger, sleep, lust…Of course, you carry such trivial desires. That’s what your body demands. However, you have no higher-order wishes or dreams. You carry nothing that would make a devil react to you. That’s why you keep having the upper hand against them. And it also explains why no devil ever tried to possess you.”


  “No…I’m not…”


  “I only realized it after I grasped the meaning behind Yomiko’s research. Or rather, this suspicion I had about you was given a definitive hint through her work. Well, Yomiko came back right after that, so I guess I made it in time…or maybe I haven’t. Who knows, right? But let’s stop talking about that. I don’t like to confess my own inability. Just makes me hate myself, see.”


  “I…!”


  A horrible premonition put my body on edge. Like a black cat and the dead body of a crow overlapped at the same time…No, what really put me on edge was this confirmation in my head. But I was too scared to face it and pushed it off as a premonition. I’m like a child choosing its eyes and covering its ears right before a jumpscare in a horror movie.


  “Well, that’s how it is. I guess this explanation turned out longer than it needed to be. But, as a devil researcher, as your nurse, and as your sister’s friend, I sadly have to tell you the truth now.”


  I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to know. I wanted to remain ignorant. And yet, no matter how much I wished for it, reality wouldn’t bend just for me. Sai-san’s lips slowly began to move. And then, the words that would turn my reality into a nightmare, were shot directly into my heart.


  “Little Bro—You are a devil yourself.”


  Before I could even think, my body started moving. I started running at Ioka. Kicked off the ground, ran as fast as I could, and reached for her with my hand. And yet, she still wouldn’t look at me. Right as my fingertips were about to touch her—I heard a voice. Sis’s voice carried to my ears through the vibration of the air, made my view shake before I could even decipher its meaning.


  “Stop, Aruha.”


  It’s like I lost my gravity as my view distorted, turning around. In return, Ioka ended up more distant than before. I realized only a second later that I had smacked down on the ground.


  “No! I’m…I’m Arihara Aruha! I’m your…I’m Yomiko’s younger brother!”


  I had to get up again. Stand on my feet to free Ioka from her restraints so that we could run away together. Whatever truth was being put on display here, it didn’t matter to me. If it’s the two of us, we could make it out of this nightmare. But, that never happened. I felt a burning pain in my throat, as my tears fell to the ground, creating dark spots on the pavement. Despite all that, I could get up. I was crawling on the ground, like a pet dog.


  “I’m sorry, Aruha. I just can’t let you do that right now,” Sis said with a genuinely apologetic tone.


  And yet, those genuine feelings of hers were betrayed by the reality she showed me with her actions. Not too long ago, Sis told me—That it’s possible to control devils. It was the same all this time. Whenever Sis said to do anything, my body automatically moved. She continued to have control over me…because I’m a devil.


  “This has to be a lie, right? I’m not a devil. I can’t be.”


  Sis crouched down and placed her hand on my cheek. Even that warmth I felt inflicted burns on my heart.


  “I’m so sorry I kept it from you all this time. But, forgive me…It was all for your sake.”


  “No…But…We were always together! Until you left, we were just normal siblings…and Mom and Dad were still there! We were a family!”


  Quietly, but without faltering, Sis shook her head.


  “Let me tell you…about what happened on that day three years ago.”


  * * *


  That day, we planned to head on a camping trip. Mom, Dad, you, and me. I don’t even know why we made that decision. Neither you nor I were at the age where going camping was any exciting for us, and even Mom and Dad didn’t make the decision because they desperately wanted to. It was probably all just on a whim. Even so, it was pretty fun. We set up the tents and grilled some meat for our BBQ. Dad really sucked at getting a consistent heat going with the charcoal, so Mom gave him a few harsh words and helped out. You got angry at me when I accidentally ate the last sausage. I laughed it off and said that it wasn’t my intention, but you were mad nonetheless.


  The stars were beautiful that night. Mom and Dad went to bed pretty quickly, but I felt like it would have been a waste to miss out on this night, so I snuck out of the tent. I woke you up, too, and so we sat down on the small chairs outside the tent, watching the stars together. Back then, I had already decided to do my research, but still hesitated if that was really the right choice. But it wasn’t because of the job or anything like that, I just didn’t have the courage—the determination to keep facing the devils. I know that now, but back then, I was none the wiser. And so, you said those words to me.


  “If it’s something that you have to do, Sis, then you should do it.”


  It was weird to hear that. I never once felt like I was particularly close with our parents, or you for that matter. But, I just never realized it since it was all a given. Soon after, you fell asleep. Looking at your sleeping face, and the stars shining above us, I made a vow. I swore that I would never avert my eyes from something that I had to do. I can still remember it vividly like it happened yesterday.


  Of course—the same goes for what happened after that. We were on our way home, driving down the road in our car. Dad was the one driving, and Mom said something to him. I was low on sleep, so I was just spacing out while looking outside the window, and you were sleeping next to me. But then, an impact shook the car. At first, I didn’t know what happened. An oppressive force swung me forward that I feared it might have taken my head off. But it wasn’t that I got flung forward. Our car collided with the one driving toward us from the opposite side of the road, and during the collision, my body tried to stay in one place. The law of inertia, right?


  Mom and Dad were dead on the spot. I just had to look at them to make that gruesome discovery. The front of the car was squashed, as their bodies were crushed. Even the airbags that should have been white looked like red apples. Our parents couldn’t even preserve their human form because of the impact. Then I looked to my side, where I saw your face. You wouldn’t believe how happy I was. Just knowing that you were safe. Nothing felt real, and yet I instinctively knew I’d lost something important…So you were the only saving grace. I tried to hug you, but—it was too late.


  I couldn’t save you. Your head had already snapped in an impossible direction. During the impact, your neck must have gotten broken. I tried to fix it myself. Grabbed your cheeks and attempted to turn your head. But even when I turned it in its normal direction, as soon as I let go, your head simply sacked down again. I gave up, removed my seatbelt, and opened the door. I couldn’t even confirm where I was injured since my whole body hurt. Once out of the car, it burst into flames. Even the old man who caused the accident was dead. I could see through his front window that his head had split open.


  Left with no choice, I began praying. Wishing for someone to return my family. And as you know, devils reacted to the sincere wishes made during youth…But I was an adult back then. Of course, no devil came. But as you know, I had already started my research on devils. So, you could say, I was a bit better at wishing for something than others. I used Mom and Dad’s blood to draw a summoning circle. The formula was already in my head. My body hurt like hell, but my head felt eerily clear. I took out the unharmed parts from our parents from the burning car and then worked on the circle, the sign, the chant, and the symbol on the rough black part of the asphalt, trying to not be overwhelmed by my emotions.


  My wish was simple. I wanted my family to come back to life. But I knew that this was a fool’s game. So at the very least, I tried to save you, Aruha. The offering ended up with the bodies of Mom, Dad…and you, Aruha. I had the devil devour all of it. And then, the devil took up your appearance, inhabiting your memories. But, that wasn’t enough. In order to preserve your appearance, the devil asked for another offering. So, I gave it my right eye.


  And despite all that, the best that bought me was four years. As you were in middle school back then, it would last until your high school graduation. Once that passes, you will return to your original shape—return to being a black shadow—and disappear into the nothingness of where you, the devil, came from. In a way, you could say that your life is only guaranteed until your youth ends. So, I left for a journey. To find a way to keep you alive beyond that point.


  * * *


  “That…can’t be…”


  It sounded unbelievable. It felt like the contents of my head were thrown into a mixer. All this information was whirled around, cut up into small pieces, and then turned into mush. All my memories so far…The emotions I felt…Everything about my existence—It was fake. I was never truly me. Arihara Aruha was a devil. But, I understood immediately. I didn’t want to accept it, but my thoughts spoke with reason. If I consider what Sai-san and Sis said, then everything makes sense…To my detriment, it all came together.


  I died together with Mom and Dad, and I was given a fake life through Sis’s sacrifice…That is who I am. My legs gave in, and I felt like I was sinking down into the darkest abyss. What an utter fool I was. All this time, I worried about what kind of person I was, what I could do. Even when it comes to the future ahead of me…But, there was never any need to do that. From the four years I was granted, I had already lived three. I barely have one year left. The past that made me who I was, the future I should have ahead of me—It was a pipe dream. As I sunk into the sand beneath my feet, I let out a dry laugh. I never had anything. From the very beginning…to the very end.


  “Sis…Am I going to die?”


  I didn’t want to die. I finally felt like I was beginning to find myself. Now that I have met her. And yet, this was all going to end? I didn’t want to admit it. To my surprise, Sis shook her head with a smile.


  “It’ll be fine, Aruha. You won’t disappear. You’re my precious little brother, so I’ll do whatever it takes to save you. After all, that’s why I’m here.”


  The fragments in my mind slowly combined into a puzzle—a single picture. I was beginning to understand what she wanted to do…what she was about to do.


  “The process is simple. In order to retrieve the life that has been lost, you need another. My eye only managed to save up for four years. So…we just need someone else’s entire body. The whole life they have left…all of it. Because then, you will be able to take back your life that had a bright future ahead,” Sis explained while taking out a cigarette. “As a devil, you naturally attract people with wishes. And subconsciously, you try to make their dreams a reality. With Ioka-chan, Miu-chan, and Rosy-chan—Three people possessed by devils in your close vicinity…Did you never consider it strange? These girls gathered around you because they carried wishes. And through that, you gather more devils, creating possessed. Just like fish gathering around a whale,” she said and placed the cigarette in her mouth. “If I were to explain it with Sai-chan’s words…”


  Sai-san stepped over and lit the cigarette with her lighter.


  “…You are the source of youth.”


  The cooperation between the two was perfect. I don’t know if Sis knew that Sai-san would light her cigarette, or if they had been through this a million times already, but they resembled a master and servant. Sis breathed in the smoke, as the tip of the cigarette lit up in a strong red. Something resembling white noise continued to ring near my ears. The one thing I didn’t want someone to deny me…was being ripped from my hands.


  “Sooner or later, there would appear people around you who are possessed by devils. And knowing Sai-chan, she would try to exorcise those devils in a natural way. Or rather, since we know that the devils will be linked to you, can just have you exorcise them.”


  “Stop…”


  “And with your disposition as a devil, you will feel forced to help them, no matter what. If there is someone possessed by a devil appearing in front of you, asking you to help them, you will. Of course, without realizing that you are the very cause of it all.”


  “Why is this…”


  “And so, I realized. If you put your life on the line to help someone else—Someone will eventually fall in love with you. Well, I didn’t expect there to be three whole people…Then again, I don’t think Rosy-chan really had romantic feelings for you. Still, you’re Mr. Popular, aren’t you? I’m so proud of you.”


  “Please…No more…”


  “As it stands, in order to make someone’s life an offering, you need their consent. And not just on the surface level. It needs someone willing to sacrifice their life for you…Someone who loves you so much they are willing to die for you. And now, I finally found someone,” Sis exhaled the white smoke from her mouth and then placed her hand on Ioka’s shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Ioka-chan?”


  Ioka’s long hair fluttered in the wind. The lights from the factory illuminated her white skin. I looked at her eyes. Her almond eyes, with her long eyelashes. When we first met, I always felt anxious to meet her gaze. And yet, as of late, we’d be looking each other in the eyes a lot more. Yet there was something off about her eyes. The tears building up in the corners of her eyes—and despite that, she still smiled.


  “Why…Why are you smiling, Ioka?”


  “I’m sorry, Aruha-kun. I didn’t know anything.”


  “No! I’m the one who didn’t know! It’s all because of me!” I screamed.


  If I didn’t scream, I might just burst from within.


  “You listened to everything I said, right? You did everything I wanted…trying to grant my wish, supporting me all the way. But that wasn’t because you like me…It’s because you’re a devil, isn’t it? Because your disposition forced you to do so.”


  While she spoke, the tears came streaming down her eyes. The emotions we shared, the memories we built, it was all breaking down like debris.


  “That’s not true! I…Ioka, I…!”


  I tried to stand up, but my knees caved in immediately. It felt like I was being pressed down by an immense force. So much so that I feared my bones would break and turn to dust. But even so, I attempted to get up again. I had to get up, no matter the cost.


  “It’s fine. I knew that this couldn’t continue. That we couldn’t stay this way. I realized that something was off. But, I just relied on your kindness. This…is my punishment. Because I tried to steal someone’s life for the sake of my own wish.”


  “Don’t say that! I made that choice myself! I did it for you, Ioka!”


  My legs felt like they would give in at any moment, but I approached Ioka. One step at a time, then another, and then another. One moment of relaxation and I would end up getting slammed on the ground again, but I supported my body with all my might. Because—There is something I have to do, no matter what. I have to save Ioka and end this charade.


  “I was really happy, you know? To have someone look at me. To have someone support me. To have someone save me. Even if the beginning of it all was fake. What you did for me will never change. Even if…you aren’t human at all.”


  Sis and Sai-san both looked at me, but the expression in their eyes changed. Sis kept her gaze glued to me, as she tapped Sai-san on the back, who threw away the cigarette, turning it out by stomping on it.


  “And that’s why…I’m not scared at all. Even if my wish remains a pipe dream—No, even if I die today…I’m much more terrified of you disappearing from this world. And if it means saving you, I’ll do whatever it takes.”


  “But I don’t wish for that!”


  My hand reached for Ioka. I was just one step away. Despite her tears, she continued to smile. And I…thought it was beautiful. What I want to protect is that smile. There’s no reason why I would have to sacrifice her in order to stay alive. But, my hand yet again didn’t reach her. Because Sai-san’s white robe blocked off my fingers.


  “I sure am jealous, Little Bro. Having someone who cares for you this deeply. That’s just youth for you…So much so, I can hardly make fun of it anymore,” she said with a pained smile.


  “Sai-san! Get out of my way!”


  “Sorry, but I really can’t help you this time.”


  “Why…?! Weren’t you always helping us…?!”


  “When I saw fit. But the truth is…I’m Yomiko’s ally here. Just as much as you are Ioka-kun’s.”


  “Gh…!”


  “That’s how love works, doesn’t it?” Sai-san placed her hand on my shoulder, forcing me down on the ground. “Kneel, Gamigin.”


  It was impossible for me. I can’t fight her control over me. My willpower to move lost against her might over my body.


  “Now, I think we should begin,” Sis said.


  Sai-san nodded and began undoing the buttons on Ioka’s clothes. She didn’t resist and just closed her eyes. She took out a curved pair of scissors, cutting through Ioka’s bra, which revealed her chest and white skin. I remained on my knees, unable to do anything but look at that.


  “Sis, please…let’s just stop this…”


  And yet, the one who answered my plea was Ioka.


  “It’s okay, Aruha-kun.”


  Sis seemed satisfied with that answer, like a teacher handing back a student their perfect exam. She then placed one hand on my shoulder, handing me something—It was a knife. It felt like I’d seen this knife before, but I couldn’t remember exactly where. It had a double-edged blade, with various engravings attached to it. Yet, the blade was rusty, even more than the typical fence of a public park. The metallic sensation, paired with its weight, conveyed nothing but coldness.


  Yet when I touched it, the knife began emitting light. It slowly filled up with heat, an orange glow covering it. The rust fell off, revealing a sharp blade that lost all of the bulky and cloudy feeling from before. The blade almost seemed to turn see-through at the tip, reflecting the light from the factory. When I gripped it, I could feel a pulse like it was alive.


  “Now, it’s time. Aruha, your youth will end here. But, whatever happens in the future, I will protect you. No matter the sacrifice,” Sis said and then turned to Ioka. “Ioka-chan, I’ll leave the rest to you. Now he just has to eat you up whole, and everything will be over.”


  “Okay,” Ioka responded in brief.


  She looked down at me, holding the knife, and then spoke up with a determined expression.


  “Aruha-kun. I’ve always loved you. So, please…”


  “Ioka! Stop! Don’t say another word!”


  “…Kill me, Aruha-kun.”


  I fought back as best as I could. I tried to stop my body from moving. But the need to kill Ioka continued to grow within me, as my back, my arms, my hands, my legs, and everything of me worked toward that goal. It’s like I was trying to stop the water from flowing over, which was impossible in the very end.


  “Ioka…Are you really fine with this? Weren’t you going to become the world’s greatest model?!”


  I held back the knife as best I could as it slowly approached her chest. I don’t want this. I’m not going to kill Ioka. There’s no point in prolonging my life if I have to kill Ioka. What good would my being alive even do? I’m a devil. I have no wish of my own. My youth never existed in the first place. Ioka should be the one to stay alive. The one who should disappear…is me. And yet, Ioka just calmly closed her eyes.


  “It’s fine.”


  “No way it’s fine! This isn’t fine at all!”


  “Haven’t I told you? I’m willing to give up my dream. And even if I’m gone, you still have Miu-san, Rosy, Yomiko-san, and Sai-san.”


  “I promised you…Promised that I’d always be watching. I want to grant your wish!”


  She gently smiled and pushed out her chest. It’s like she was offering herself to her hunter. And, she declared.


  “Aruha-kun…I’m telling you to kill me.”


  The moment I heard that, I lost all my strength to fight back. Like a thread that had been cut. That’s right. I have to grant Ioka’s wish. And her wish—is for me to kill her. So, shouldn’t I just do that? It all made sense to me. Like an apple falling from a tree, like stars circling around each other, it was all so simple. The logic added up. It’s the truth. I know I shouldn’t do this. That I couldn’t ever do such a thing. But, it was the same as the lights of the factory across the river. To someone, even that has meaning. It’s a light necessary to care for this world. However, I cannot use that light right now. To me, it’s useless.


  I looked at her hairpin. It was the same hairpin with the blue stone I gave her when she lost her original one. I thought that more flames would appear from its cracks, attacking me like they did last time. And yet, the shadow of the lizard deep inside—just looked back at me. That must mean…that Ioka’s words are genuine. This is her wish. This is what she wishes for from the bottom of her heart. And if that’s the case—then the thing I have to do no matter what…is to grant that wish. The silver-colored knife sank into her chest, her skin swallowing the tip of the blade whole as red blood appeared.


  “I love you, Ioka.”


  I made the decision to put more strength into my grip on the knife.


  Chapter 9 - Lost Sheep and Mountain Goat


  “Aruhaaa!”


  “Mr. Boyfriend!”


  But then, together with those two voices overlapping, I felt something hitting me. I was knocked to the ground, the knife flying out of my hands. Ioka fell backward together with her chair, letting out a faint shriek. Watching thus far, Sai-san stepped ahead, as Sis grabbed Ioka with her chair and pulled her away, creating a scratching sound with the metallic legs. Both of them were looking in the same direction—At Miu carrying her guitar, and Rosy commanding a dog-shaped black shadow.


  “Miu! Rosy! Why are you here?!”


  Answering my question was Rosy with a confident smirk.


  “What did you expect? You and Ioka just got in that car and left, so we worried and chased after you! Rosy’s good at that, remember?”


  “That’s…”


  “Just kidding. These guys told me where you were.”


  She looked to her side, where I saw three dogs sitting, awaiting her command. Yet Miu didn’t seem all that bewildered at that and just opened her hands to shrug.


  “Imagine my surprise when Rosy-chan filled me in. Didn’t think we’d end up in such chaos…”


  “Goodness. I don’t think you should’ve been able to catch up this quickly if you’re just running.” Sai-san raised one eyebrow, but Miu just pushed out her chest.


  “Who said we were walking here?”


  A bit behind her, I saw her parked bike, with one helmet lying by my side. This is probably what got chucked at me earlier.
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  “That’s some impressive team play. I feel like praising you now, but as a nurse, I can’t appreciate you two riding the bike at the same time.”


  “Anyway, why are you and Yomiko-san here? What’s going on?” Miu raised this question, answered by Sis.


  “We’re trying to help Aruha.”


  “No! I just…You have to help me save Ioka!”


  Sis let out a faint snicker and picked up the knife I had previously dropped to the ground, as she walked down Ioka.


  “Hearing you say that just makes me sad. Isn’t that right, Ioka-chan?” Sis said and turned Ioka their way to convince Miu and Rosy.


  More blood still ran down her skin. But I don’t think her expression is this riddled with pain just because of that wound. There must be something even greater hurting her—And that’s because I did this. I hurt her. Her eyes looked directly at me. The feeling of running the knife into her chest remained on my fingers. The sensation of cutting through the skin. The soft response from the tip of the blade. This…This couldn’t possibly be what she wished for. After all…


  “Aruha-kun!”


  Ioka is crying.


  “Ioka-chan! Wh-What is going on?! What did Aruha do to you?!”


  “Hey. Mr. Boyfriend. Tell us. What is Rosy supposed to do?”


  Miu was bewildered, as Rosy stood tall. Her black dogs gathered around her like they were waiting for her orders.


  “What…”


  “Honestly, none of this makes any sense. But, Rosy believes in you. You saved her, remember? And not just her, even Ioka and Miu. Even now, I’m sure that’s what you’re trying to do. So—Rosy is Mr. Boyfriend’s ally.”


  “Rosy…”


  I swallowed my breath as the cold hair filled my lungs. Looking around me, the lights from the giant factory were so bright, they were almost blinding. That’s right. No matter what Ioka’s wish may be, it has nothing to do with me. All that matters—is that I love Ioka.


  “Rosy, Miu, I need to save Ioka. Will you help me?”


  Hearing that, Miu ruffled her hands through her dyed blonde hair.


  “Ahhh, I swear to…! Why are you asking me to help again?! Why do I have to keep watching you run after someone else?!” She took out her red guitar from her black case, carrying it on her back. “But…if I run away here, I’ll absolutely hate myself for it. And I’m not letting that happen. So…I’ll just use these complicated feelings and put it all into my rock!”


  The two of them almost seemed like strangers to me. One of the three dogs disappeared within Rosy’s shadow, as her appearance changed into that of a dog—No, wolf herself. The other two were saving up strength to prepare for an attack. And Miu began to look like a rabbit. Her arms and legs were covered in fur, and long ears growing from her head, as her legs grew thicker. Watching that, Sis narrowed her eyes.


  “Really now…So Miu-chan is Nr.13 Beleth, and Rosy-chan is Nr. 24 Naberius? Accepting your wishes and the devils inside of you like this…It seems like you need a bit of discipline?” Sis said and took a step forward.


  In her voice, I could hear a glimmer of anger non-existent before that. However, Sai-san appeared and tapped her on the shoulder.


  “Let me handle this. You’ve got something more important to do, right?”


  “Sai-chan…Can you do this? Crushing the dreams of your students goes against your principles, right?”


  Sai-san listened to those words and scoffed at them, only to flash a bright grin. They looked like two friends from university, deciding where to go for drinks after class. It showed the gravity in their relationship, and how close they were.


  “Of course I can, Yomiko. If it’s for you.”


  Sis just nodded in silence and pulled back her body.


  “I swear…Didn’t think I’d have to exorcise devils this way. An exorcist versus two possessed like this is nothing short of a horror movie scenario,” Sai-san put one cigarette in her mouth, as she shrugged.


  The warm gaze she showed beyond her glasses vanished with the smoke.


  “Just to let you know, I’m not backing down from this. Even adults have things they can’t give up on. And sometimes, those feelings are stronger than youth itself…as well as harsher.”


  Sai-san took one step forward and threw away her white robe.


  “Right now, I’m not your guys’ teacher. I’m not even an exorcist. I’m just a single woman—living off of friendship and love.”


  And then, the emotions of both sides clashed.


  “Go, Mr. Boyfriend!”


  “Take care of Ioka, Aruha!”


  I nodded and ran to where Ioka was.


  * * *


  “Goodness gracious, why is nothing working out for me…Normally, the ritual should have been over by now,” Sis let out a deep sigh.


  To my shock, she acted like she just had a failed experiment, but nothing more. Then again, to her, it might be the exact same.


  “Sis, let’s stop this.”


  “Aruha…How could you say that?”


  “It’s my fault that Ioka, Miu, and Rosy all got possessed and went through so much pain. All because you tried to keep me alive. But you know, I already died that day. I shouldn’t be here. From the very beginning to the very end—I shouldn’t exist here. I’m not Arihara Aruha. I’m just a devil who devoured his flesh.”


  “!”


  Sis’s fist rammed right into my cheek.


  “Aruha-kun!”


  I could hear Ioka’s scream. She tried to break free from her restraints, as the chair rattled. I realized I’d gotten punched before even feeling the pain. The taste of blood filled my mouth.


  “You have to treasure yourself more. I won’t allow my only family left to talk like this.”


  “I can’t do it. I can’t take Ioka’s life.”


  “Are you even aware of what you’re saying? You’re a devil. You only exist to fulfill wishes. You’re mistaking this for love.”


  “Even so…That’s not something for you to decide!”


  “…Hm, really now?” Sis let out a deep sigh.


  If there was a breeze blowing down in the abyss, it must have been like this.


  “Fine, if that’s what you want. I admit my defeat. I’m not acting like myself.”


  “That’s right. Let’s go home, okay? I…I was really happy. When you came home, living together with me. Isn’t that…Isn’t that enough?”


  “You really love Ioka-chan, don’t you?” Sis smiled and continued. “I created an environment where she would fall in love with you, raising her to become a sacrifice to prolong your life. But, I didn’t expect you to care for her this much. It’s the irregularity in my plan. This isn’t normal. You might have been given the shape of a human—But a devil couldn’t possibly love a human.”


  A rusty feeling spread in my mouth. This…No, she hasn’t given up at all.


  “So…we can just redo it, don’t you think?” She said and readied the knife in her hand.


  “No! Sis!”


  Before I could even think, my body already moved. There’s no way to redo things. I lived my life and met Ioka. And then, I fell in love with her. If there had even been one differing branch on the way, none of that would have happened. But no matter the mistakes I make, the times I fail, and the moments I hurt, I won’t ask for a redo. Because if Ioka dies, there won’t be going back. She’ll die, just like Mom and Dad. I reached for the knife with my hand, and yet it remained out of my reach.


  “Stop right there, Aruha.”


  Because of just one of Sis’s orders, my body fell under her control. I tried to get up again, as I heard a howl passing through my body, one that didn’t sound like it belonged to me. I grit my teeth to the point they might shatter, putting strength into my whole being.


  “I…I don’t need Ioka’s life! If I can’t be with her…then there’s no meaning to me being alive!”


  Sis wouldn’t let me do as I please, hammering order after order at me.


  “Get on the ground! Don’t get on your knees! Listen to what I say, Aruha!”


  Trying to stand up, I felt something pushing down my back. Each time she threw a new order at me, I felt the impact, followed by the weight, of something resembling a tetrapod falling on my back. I tried to fight it as best as I could, but it was meaningless. My knees gave in, ending up with me being slammed to the ground. Sis then grabbed my collar and screamed.


  “Why can’t you accept this?! You’re the only family I have left! I offered my eye for you! I gave you this body so that we could live together again! So…how can you be this selfish and say you don’t need your life?! Am I not your family?! With Mom and Dad gone…does living with me in this world not interest you at all?! Isn’t it important to you?!”


  Reflected in her twisted single eye, I didn’t know if it was anger, sadness, or simply love.


  “Please stop this, Yomiko-san!” Ioka screamed, tears falling from her eyes.


  They ran down her cheeks like raindrops on a window, turning her clothes wet. With her wish broken, everything turned into rubble. Her heart fell and broke into pieces, creating a wreckage.


  “I’ll die by myself! Don’t hurt Aruha-kun!”


  Sis turned around and slowly walked over to Ioka. During that time, she continued.


  “Aruha has to be the one to kill you. And if you can’t fulfill that role, then you’re already a failure.”


  “No…!”


  “I’m sorry, Ioka-chan. But, don’t worry. I’ll take care of Aruha. I’ll just find someone else before it’s too late and fulfill the ritual.”


  And then, her hand moved. With swift movement, the knife was placed at Ioka’s neck. Like she was about to gut a fish, Sis’s grasp on the knife showed no hesitation. As if…this is what she has to do, no matter what. It felt like time had come to a halt. I just wanted to protect Ioka. I shouldn’t even exist in this world. Only she should remain. That’s how this world is supposed to be.


  …Do you really think so?


  The shadow drawn along the cold concrete asked me this question. At first, I simply admired her. I thought that, by staying next to her, I might be able to become something. But in the end, I was just basking in the warmth that she emitted. So, I wanted to give something back to her. For the flower to bloom, she needs sunlight and water. I thought that, by fulfilling my promise, I was doing the right thing. Yet, it just ended up burdening Ioka even more. And now I understand the reason for that.


  In all truth, I never truly loved her. I just wanted…a reason to be here. A duty that only I could fulfill. Because I realized that, deep down, I was empty. An emotionless husk. That was all. I would have been fine dying for Ioka’s sake. Because…I have nothing else. I’m different from Ioka. And I wanted to do it for her. But…is that really the case?


  This whole time I’ve been ignoring them. Running away from Ioka’s feelings. Running from being loved. She said she was fine dying for my sake. She was willing to offer her life to keep me from disappearing. So, I have to take responsibility for that. I’m nothing. A fleeting hallucination that has barely a year left until it disappears. But even so…If Ioka says that there’s more…If she sees something within me that even I haven’t found—Then I should respond to those feelings, to her expectations, and…to her love. There is only one thing I can give her this year I have left. Something that will remain with her forever—Memories. And that’s enough for me. That is—my youth.


  “Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  “What?!”


  “Mr. Boyfriend?!”


  “Ah…”


  “Little Bro, are you—”


  Sis stopped her hand from moving. Rosy turned around to look at me. Miu’s mouth opened in shock. Sai-san muttered something. And…


  “Aruha-kun!” Ioka called my name.


  The weight crushing my body was as heavy as before. It’s like shackles were keeping my limbs bound to the ground. My body couldn’t break free from Sis’s control. And yet, this wasn’t an obstacle for me. Something entered my body. I could feel it. I was certain of it. Like I was given confirmation through some means. Maybe it was thanks to my understanding of a certain concept. And this very thing now told me—that if my body can’t move, I should just leave it behind.


  “Ugh…Guuaaaaaah!”


  I used my back muscles to push up my torso. My arms, still clinging to the ground, couldn’t even keep up. I just pulled them along with sheer force, not minding the consequences. My skin was ripped apart, as a burning pain ran through my brain. Understandably so, since I was about to tear off my own body.


  “Aruha-kun?! You’re bleeding!”


  “How…My control should have been perfect. How can you move…?!”


  That didn’t matter to me. I had somewhere to go. Someone—Ioka—to reach.


  “Gaaaah!”


  My skin began to peel off my body, as the joins in my elbows broke. Both my feet got ripped off from my body, remaining on the ground behind me. My two arms that fell to the ground eventually lost their shape, melting away like dirt. From the very beginning, my body was just a temporary host. And so, this horrible pain I felt wasn’t real, either. If it means I can save Ioka…then this pain is nothing.


  “Ugh…Gh…!”


  “Aruha! You have to stop!”


  Sis screamed another order at me, but it wasn’t enough to stop my advances. Now it was my right leg, trying to keep me in place. It was glued to the ground, but with enough strength, I dislocated it and heard the sound of my bone breaking. Raising my thigh, I managed to tear myself free from my shin. I lost my balance and almost toppled over. My feet which should have supported me already turned into mud. And yet, my body didn’t land back on the ground. There was something instead of my feet, keeping me moving. Something resembling a black bandage ran along the ground, taking the shape of my leg. I could feel the ground again. With that as a foundation, I now tore off my left leg.


  “Grk…!”


  Immediately after, something black took shape and became my left leg. In exchange for enduring this hellish pain…I gathered my own two legs, free from any restraints. This something that was supporting me, something that gave me strength—It was a shadow.


  “How…Your physical body shouldn’t be able to go against my orders…No, it can’t be…Are you consistently overwriting my orders…using your own wish?! Logically speaking, it should be possible, but this can’t be…” Sis clearly faltered, unable to understand what was happening.


  Even so, I took a step forward. My body still felt as heavy as before, but my will fought back.


  “…Sis. I should have died that day. I shouldn’t have come back. All of this happening…It’s my fault. Ioka, Miu, Rosy, Sai-san, and you, too…I changed all of your lives. That fact won’t change.”


  At first, my legs were still unsteady. But with every step, it became something more solid, something reassuring. The intense pain I felt began to disperse, melting away inside my body.


  “But, this also allowed me to meet everyone. And I exorcised those devils. Ioka decided to live her life without being ashamed of who she was. Miu found the courage to stand on stage and follow her passion. Rosy managed to face her mother and repair a broken bond. I may be a devil…and sure, this life of mine might be nothing but a fickle fake. Even if I never had a wish in this youth of mine…The youths I witnessed, the wishes everyone tried to accomplish—You can’t erase that!”


  When I reached out with my missing hand, the shadow rose from the ground to run along my skin, forming into the shape of an arm. First the right arm, then the left arm. Having regained all of my four limbs, I made my way over to Sis.


  “I’m not going to keep on living because you tell me to. I have to live because there’s something I have to do—no matter what. I finally found something. I found what I was always looking for. My own youth, and my own wish.”


  With those words, I realized that I had changed. Just like wounds closing up to remain as scars, beneath the shadow that wrapped around me like a bandage, I had obtained a new physical body. My legs turned into hooves, with white fur covering my body. Reaching up to my head with shaking hands, I felt something solid. Something sturdy—swirling horns. The horns of a sheep. No, I’m no longer a lost sheep. I’m a mountain goat, standing tall at the mountainside.


  “It can’t be…A multilayered possession of Nr. 4’s Gamigin with Nr. 72 Andromalius…?!” Sis looked at me in disbelief. “A devil…is possessed by another devil?!”


  The reason I could go against her orders…was because a devil possessed me. As a devil, I can’t carry any wishes of my own. I’m just a phenomenon that tries to fulfill other people’s wishes. However, I was given a human shape. I met countless people in my life, experiencing all sorts of things. This…allowed me to have a wish. It made me experience youth. Strong, so very strong—that a devil reacted to it.


  And with this new hand of mine, I grabbed Sis’s wrist to make her drop the knife. Once done, I moved closer to embrace her.


  “Thank you, Sis. But this is enough. Let’s go home.”


  “This isn’t nearly enough! I did all of this to save you!”


  “I’m thankful for that. It’s because you sacrificed so much for me that I got to meet Ioka and the others.”


  Sis began to weep as she moved her body away from me, looking directly into my eyes.


  “Aruha…what is your wish?”


  “I want to live with Ioka.”


  “But…you only have one year left! You can’t possibly be fine with just one more year…!”


  “No, I am. In fact, that’s for the best.”


  I moved away from Sis and picked up the knife. Using that, I freed Ioka from her restraints.


  “Sorry it took me so long, Ioka.”


  “Aruha-kun!”


  Like she had been freed from whatever held her back, which technically is the truth, Ioka leaped at me and embraced my body. I accepted her with open arms, making me realize that I had regained the strength to do so.


  “Aruha-kun…I can’t…I can’t accept this. It would be better if I died after all…”


  “It’s okay, Ioka.”


  “What is okay about any of this?! Without you, I can’t…!”


  “It’s okay. We still have one year left.”


  “But it’s just one year!”


  “That means we have to get ready. So that you can bring out the trash yourself. So that you can get up on time every morning. And I’ll teach you how to cook, too. A year is more than enough for us. And you’re strong, Ioka. You can grant your dream all by yourself.”


  “Aruha-kun…!”


  She continued to cry. Like a shower on a summer evening. Like a river running down the mountain. More and more tears ran down her cheeks, drenching her face. Finally, they mixed with her blood, creating a beautiful pink color running along her skin.


  “Aruha!”


  “Mr. Boyfriend!”


  Miu and Rosy came rushing over, and I greeted them with a nod. They had both returned to their human appearances. Instead, it was me who now looked like a devil. Fate is a cruel mistress, as they say. They seemed a bit bewildered to see me like this, but that was all. It’s reassuring to know that I had people with experience by my side.


  “I swear…So this is your youth, huh?” Sai-san grumbled, but her expression looked refreshed.


  “Yeah,” I responded.


  Sai-san didn’t say a thing and just smiled, taking out a piece of candy that she stuffed into her mouth after removing the wrapping.


  “…Okay. I understand, Aruha. You really love Ioka-chan, right?” Still on her knees, Sis spoke up.


  I nodded strongly.


  “I see. I had no idea. You’ve grown so much…”


  “…Sis?”


  “Even if we are wrong, we can’t undo the past. It’s what you said, right? Then…I have to take responsibility for my actions,” she raised her head, smiling from the bottom of her heart.


  When I realized what she was about to do, it was all too late.


  “Sis?”


  In my hand, I still carried the knife. She grabbed my hand, and its glow returned.


  “S-Sis?!”


  I realized too late. I wanted to pull back my hand, but lost grip on it, as the blade turned rusty again. But, Sis’s stomach was already drenched in red blood. It dirtied her clothes in an instant, running down her legs. She fell backward, and I could barely catch her. I pressed my hand on the wound, trying to stop the bleeding.


  “…This is for the best. Since you’ve finally found something you cherish, I have to support you. After all, I’m the only family you have left…I’m your older sister, right?”


  “I don’t want that! Why do I have to lose you, too…!”


  “If I give you the rest of my life, you’ll be able to live on. Even without me around, you’ll live on strong, right?”


  “No! I need you, Sis! You’re my family!”


  “That’s not true. I wasn’t there for you over the past three years, yet you found many things to support you. You’ll be fine without me.”


  Her red blood spread along the ground. And, it was moving.


  “Stop…! Don’t do this…!”


  As if the blood had a will of its own, it pulsated, striking ominous waves. Finally, the blood moved away from Sis, making its way over to me. The red blood crawled up my body, covering me whole. Slowly but steadily, it changed my body into that of a human. I tried to shake it off. Tried to tear it off me, but it was futile. It ignored my own will and entered my body—Sis’s life was trying to become mine.


  “Aruha…You have to look after Ioka-chan…after all the people you cherish, okay?”


  I couldn’t do anything. I was powerless yet again. I could simply watch as I felt the warmth drain from her body—from my only sister that I had killed with my own hands.


  “I swear. You always take the dramatic route, Yomiko.”


  “Sai-san…?”


  With these words, Sai-san crouched down next to Sis. With no panic, no bewilderment, she just looked at Sis with a peaceful expression.


  “I’m sorry that you had to get dragged into this mess, Sai-chan…”


  “Don’t be. We’re best friends, right?”


  “That’s…”


  “And as you might know, best friends share everything,” she said and picked up the knife.


  With no hesitation whatsoever, she cut open her own arm using the sharp blade of the knife.


  “…!”


  Her face distorted in pain, as blood gushed out of the wound. This very blood now fell into Sis’s wound on her stomach.


  “Sai-san…Wh-What are you doing?!”


  “Weren’t you listening? I’m sharing all of me with my best friend, Little Bro. If Yomiko’s trying to save you while sacrificing her life, then I’ll save Yomiko. That’s all there is to it.”


  “No…You don’t have to do that!”


  Sai-san smiled, as I heard her playing with her candy.


  “Don’t I always tell you? My wish is for you young ones to grow up healthy and strong,” she said with a smile, slowly closing her eyes.


  And then, she collapsed on top of Sis. Their hands overlapped, as Sai-san’s fingers tightly gripped Sis’s fist. And a few seconds later, my view suddenly became blurry.


  “Aruha-kun!”


  “Ioka…”


  As she embraced me, my consciousness began to fade away. In the far distance, I saw a glimmer of orange, as the sun had begun to rise.


  Chapter 10 - Aoharu Devil


  “Come on, it’s morning. Wake up.”


  A voice resembling that of a faint bird’s chirping woke me up from my slumber. Following that, the curtains opened, with light entering the room that made me narrow my eyes.


  “Ugh, I’m still tired…Isn’t it way too early?”


  “Didn’t you plan on seeing Sai-sensei?”


  “Ah, right.”


  I stretched my body and looked over at the girl, lit up by the backlight. 24/7, 365 days a year, she always looks perfect. So much so that I still can’t get used to her beauty.


  “Good morning, Aruha-kun.”


  “Morning, Ioka.”


  Illuminated by the morning sunshine, her hairpin shone in a crooked way. Sadly, we found no way to fix the cracks the jewel on the hairpin had suffered. And yet, she continued to wear it every single day. A part of me wanted to get it fixed no matter what, but it wasn’t something you would catch on from a distance, and it wouldn’t have felt right to buy her a new one, so I watched her as she put it on every day.


  Speaking of her, she had already finished getting ready. Entering the kitchen, a delicious smell, paired with a faint buzzing sound, greeted me. I could tell that she was making toast right now. Looking inside the translucent window of the toaster, I saw two slices.


  “All right.”


  I washed the plastic ladle with a bit of water and then scooped out some rice from the rice cooker, letting it cool inside a lunch box. During that time, I went to the fridge and grabbed the side dishes I previously prepared.


  “Sake or plums, which one do you want?”


  “Mhm…Plums!”


  “Gotcha.”


  I packed the box with side dishes, adding the extra to the rice. Closing the lid and putting it into a small bag, I heard the ringing of a bell. Ioka took out two plates and placed one slice of toast on each, together with the cheese. She then took out a salad bowl from the fridge, which had arugula and tomatoes inside. She put some salt and olive oil over it, carrying it to the living room. I took the two places with the toast on top and followed after her. Once everything was ready, we sat down at the table, facing each other.


  “Let’s eat.”


  We spoke in unison and started eating. Ioka took a picture of the desk in front of her, placing the phone on her table as she checked her schedule.


  “That’s bad manners, you know?”


  “No, no. I’m the chef, and I make the rules.”


  “I think table manners overwrite your own rules, you know?”


  Ioka munched on her cheese toast and a few crumbs fell on her table, as she put one hand on her mouth and talked.


  “I’m the one who will become the world’s greatest model, you know? And I go out of my way to make breakfast for you during my busy day? Yet you say that me checking my schedule is bad manners? Is that really what I’m picking up here?”


  “Thank you very much I’m sorry please forget I said anything and continue.”


  “Very well,” Ioka smiled with a faint snort, as some of her crumbs fell over on my plate.


  I shook my head in disbelief as I picked up the crumbs and placed them on my plate. In reality, she had only made toast, but it was big progress for her. Once we were done eating, we carried the dishes to the kitchen. After making sure I didn’t get in the way of Ioka preparing while washing my face and cleaning my teeth, I put on my uniform and was ready to head out. My preparations in the morning were nothing compared to what Ioka went through.


  “Are we ready to go?”


  “Yeah. But don’t forget your lunch box.”


  “Thanks as always, Aruha-kun.”


  “Likewise.”


  We had this brief exchange while we put on our shoes. Since Ioka had both her hands full with the trash bags, I opened the door for her. The dazzling morning sun made me narrow my eyes as we locked the door behind us. She always had two locks for the door, but now the bottom one suddenly turned into mine to open. I pressed the elevator button, with Ioka stepping on first. We stepped out at the ground floor and upon throwing away the trash, turned to look at each other.


  “See you later!”


  And with that, we began walking in different directions. This marked the beginning of another day for Ioka and me.


  * * *


  Three months had passed since that incident, and I currently live at Ioka’s place. After what happened, she was worried all the time, swearing to always stay by my side 24/7, and she wouldn’t stop crying until I agreed. I decided to stay over a few days, but everything turned out so convenient that I haven’t moved out since. Not like I had many things under my name either. Some electronic devices, school stuff and everything around it, as well as a few outfits. The move felt so natural thanks to that, I almost wanted to slap myself in the face that I actually went so far as to come see her every morning not too long ago. Granted, I guess there was meaning in being stubborn about stupid things like that.


  “Good morning, Little Bro. Is Ioka-kun doing fine?”


  Arriving at school, I immediately made my way over to the infirmary. Opening the sliding door, Sai-san was playing her games as always. I could see the stick from her lollypop sticking out of her mouth.


  “How are you feeling, Sai-san?”


  “Pretty bad, I already lost three matches in a row. But it’s not my fault. I blame the management who nerfed the weapons that people try to use. Why would you nerf the strongest weapons?”


  “Why not use a different weapon?”


  “You really don’t get it. The relationships that people and weapons share are—Waaaaah!”


  And with that scream, I could tell she had just lost her fourth match in a row, but I was not going to try and cheer her up on someone who was using the school’s internet for her own mobile game matches. I just hope she’s found out and gets a massive lecture.


  “Anyway, sorry for the wait, Little Bro. Did you read the homework I gave you?”


  I nodded and took out a thick book from my bag.


  “I sure did, but there were some parts that confused me. I get that devils consist of the fifth element, but why is it so important that control is being made through the use of words?”


  “That is quite a good question. Aren’t you talented? The book gives you about 20% of an answer, but the big premise is that devils are a concept. And since they are a concept, with a bit of reprogramming of your conception, you can also re-define them.”


  “What about the other 80%?”


  “In the next part of your reading homework,” Sai-san said and handed me another book.


  “You knew I’d ask this question?”


  “To a certain degree. As you know, I’m a full-marks kind of teacher.”


  “But only after you skipped out on work and lost four games in a row.”


  “You really know how to hurt me, Little Bro. I’m the person who saved your life, remember? And if you’re not being kind to me, I’ll tell on you to Yomiko.”


  “And if you keep acting selfish like that, I’ll make sure she gives you a stern lecture.”


  “Th-That sounds terrifying. Just tell her that Sai-chan is a good girl, okay?”


  “I’m gonna tell her you’re doing a great job teaching me.”


  “Right, right? And it’s the truth, too!”


  “I wonder…”


  Ever since that incident, Sai-san has been teaching me to become an exorcist. Although my life should have originally ended in a year, it was thanks to Sis and Sai-san that I can live an average life now. The two ended up sharing half of their lifespans in order to grant me one full life. So it’s up to me to live a fulfilling life to ensure I honor their sacrifices. That’s why, just sitting around saying there was nothing I could do was out of the question.


  That said, a wish or dream didn’t just conveniently appear on the spot, so I’ve been learning more about devils and their concepts to become an exorcist. Who knows, there might be more devils showing up around me in the future. So, I want the strength to protect the possessed, as well as the people around me. And for that, I decided to have Sai-san teach me. Sure, Sis wasn’t exactly pleased with the idea, but she let it slide by the very end. Of course, I can understand how she feels, seeing her own younger brother take a different path from her. But in the end, I still don’t believe devils should be controlled like that.


  And that’s not because I’m a devil myself. My youth always brought devils close to me. It’s definitely dangerous, but in return, there were many things I, as well as the people possessed, gained in the process. As for Sis herself, she went off on another journey. Granted, she does come home once every three months or so, and we’re in contact. She’s now looking for a way to take back the lifespans that both she and Sai-san lost. Of course, without the use of sacrifices. There’s no weaseling out of the fact that Sis tried to kill Ioka. But that was for my sake, and she made up for it by paying with her own lifespan. I never intended to flame her for her actions. And although I know it’s impossible right now, I hope that one day, I get to help her in her search for this method.


  “Ah, morning, Aruha!”


  “Morning, Miu.”


  “Yesterday was crazy, huh?”


  “Hm? What do you mean?”


  “…What? They announced that Inertia is going to bring out their first full album, remember?”


  “Oh, huh.”


  “What’s with that lukewarm reaction?! I’m gonna catch a cold because of this difference in temperature.”


  “I mean, it does sound a bit exciting.”

“Right?!”


  Miu and I were talking about whatever came to mind when Rosy stormed into the classroom.


  “Morning, Miu! Check this out!”


  “Morning, Rosy-chan. What happened?”


  “During the last test, Rosy scored 40 points!”


  “Ohh, you worked really hard, huh?”


  “Yup! Thank you, Miu! Lately, Rosy could even tell what some of the questions said! But this part here was still confusing.”


  “Let me see…”


  Just judging from their words alone, it might sound like they were holding a low-level discussion about something, but considering Rosy’s background, it was definitely something to praise her for. Finding out that she struggled with Japanese quite a bit, Miu has been helping her like this. From that point onward, she promised a whole lot more, too. And the pens the two of them were using were actually the same pens that Rosy bought for them a while ago.


  Sis and Sai-san filled me in later, telling me that her devil, Nabelius, was originally called Cerberus, a three-headed dog of hell, but when it possessed Rosy, it split into three different ones. It could prove incredibly dangerous if they were to unite into one devil again, and since Rosy was too scared to carry a single item with the devil inside, they split it amongst Rosy herself, Miu, and Ioka, sealing each away in their pens. If you took a close look at the pen, you’d see a small black dog running between the flowers. And if you didn’t know better, it might even seem like a leaf.


  “So, how are things with Umi-senpai lately?”


  “That’s…Well, we promised to head somewhere together sometime…”


  “Ohh! You worked really hard!”


  “Don’t copy me! Also, we’re just going to the music store to check out the band score!”


  “Huh? But, when Mommy and Daddy went out just to have fun, they didn’t come back until the morning.”


  “That happens with my parents, too…Wait, that’s not important right now!”


  “I mean, isn’t it fine? The one who pushes first always loses, after all.”


  “Is that true?!”


  And with that, the roles of teacher and student were perfectly reversed. I mean, I wouldn’t know if what Rosy said is true, but leaving aside experience, her animalistic instinct always seems to have been spot-on. She’s probably the best person to give Miu advice. Speaking of Rosy, she’s been looked after by Shimizu-san at her agency’s dorm and seems to be doing fine. She’s even getting along with her fellow dorm mates. I’m sure Shimizu-san is very diligent with his work, and I heard that Tezuka Teruta seems to have shown interest in Rosy, too. Her rise as a model even reached Touno-san and Phillip-san in Britain.


  I made it a habit to study a bit more even after classes were over. Either the library or maybe even at a café. Then again it wasn’t any special studying. I would just look through English, Japanese, math, or anything like that. I needed to catch up with studying for my entrance exams, so if I didn’t get off my behind, I would be too late.


  My goal was to get into Jouhoku University. Of course, I had a clear reason why I wanted to get into this extremely high-ranking university. I wanted to get into the same seminar that Sis and Sai-san visited. I wanted to learn more about devils. I want to help the people possessed by devils and face their youth. That is how I genuinely feel. Naturally, I don’t know if that goal will work out. But, my grades improved drastically, and I even surpassed Miu, who said I was cheating using devil power. What a rude accusation.


  The devil I had been possessed by, Andromalius, didn’t even have to be sealed, as it vanished soon after that event. So I don’t think this is some multi-possession power or anything, but if I were to wish desperately again, I might get possessed once more. As a matter of fact, I even somewhat hoped for that. Because it would be the best possible proof that I am living my youth right now. And in order to carry such a strong wish, I first had to work hard—Just like Ioka, Miu, and Rosy.


  * * *


  “Welcome back, Aruha-kun.”


  I finished studying and returned home, where Ioka had already been waiting for me. Checking her schedule, I quickly realized that she had been getting off work a lot earlier as of late. It doesn’t exactly qualify as a break, but these times don’t hurt once in a while. It’s probably Shimizu-san adjusting the schedule to give Ioka some rest.


  “I’m home, Ioka.”


  Saying that when returning to Ioka’s home did feel a bit weird. Like we were newlyweds. As a matter of fact, Ioka fidgeted awkwardly, only for her to make up her mind about something.


  “Hey, Aruha-kun? I’d like to do that, you know.”


  “What is…that, exactly?” I tilted my head in confusion, as Ioka cleared her throat.


  “Welcome home, Aruha-kun.”


  “…Didn’t we just do that?”


  “What matters is the continuation!”


  “Okay…?”


  “Would you like dinner? A bath? Or maybe…me?”


  I thought about it for a moment. Judging from the scent that greeted me, Ioka probably made curry for dinner. I felt happy that she could even do something more advanced like that…But that was all she could do, so it was nothing but curry whenever she got home before me. I was getting a bit tired of that, so I decided to hold off for now until I was more hungry. A bath was an enticing idea, but since I didn’t hear the sound of a fan in the distance, she probably hadn’t even prepared a bath, more likely expecting me to clean it. And so, my choice was obvious.


  “I’ll have you, Ioka.”


  “You just barely survived that, huh?”


  It seems like the previous two choices had been landmines after all. Then again, I had a feeling that this had been expecting me. Spending so much time with this tyrannosaurus made me learn a thing or two about evading its fangs. Yet, Ioka didn’t seem to mind as she just jumped onto the bed while humming, and I laid down next to her. She pushed her body closer to me, took out her phone, and showed me a few pictures.


  “This is NarraTale’s new concept, using Rapunzel as its main image, with hairpins in the shapes of flowers and fitting patterns on the dresses—”


  So she explained, as Ioka and I looked at Ioka on the phone. It became another habit of hers to tell me about her day at work once we were both home. Watching the photos depicting the very person who laid next to me created an odd feeling within me. Whenever I watched Ioka at work a long time ago, it felt like she was always rushing herself. I deeply adored her from the moment we met, but that also turned into a gravitational pull drawing me closer.


  But now, I could watch her work, listen to her stories, and appreciate all of that much more thoroughly. I think it’s because I have my own gravitational pull. My own direction that I drift in space. Right now, I have something I absolutely have to do, no matter what. Become an exorcist and attend Jouhaku University. In a certain sense, I finally found a position equal to Ioka. Even if I started the race extremely late.


  “Hey, Aruha-kun? Are you listening?”


  “Sorry, I think I was spacing out a bit.”


  “You weren’t thinking of other girls, were you?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Really?”


  “In fact, I was thinking about you, Ioka.”


  “Then listen to me, won’t you?”


  “My bad.”


  “I swear…Well, I guess I’ll have you next, Aruha-kun.”


  A sudden fourth option appeared in front of me, leaving me bewildered. However, I quickly understood what she was hinting at.


  “Ah, right, Sai-san. She gave me another book to read. It’s rather complicated, so I’m a bit lost on a few things, but by taking in all sorts of information from other sources, I’m beginning to feel more confident and—” I made it this far in my sentence when my words were interrupted.


  All because a soft and squishy sensation was pressed on my lips.


  “…Ioka?”


  After a bit of time passed, Ioka moved her head away and looked at me.


  “I said that I’ll be taking you, Aruha-kun.”


  “Huh!? Th-That’s not fair!”


  “Who gives you any right to complain?”


  “But this is so sudden!”


  “It’s not sudden at all. I’ve been waiting since you got home.”


  “But I’m not—-”


  —a human, is what I wanted to say, but Ioka once again covered my lips with hers, as my words turned into a warm breath instead. From then on, she smiled in a bewitching fashion and took off her hairpin to place it next to her charging phone on the table.


  “Are you really going to take it off?”


  “It’s already broken, after all. Not to mention…I don’t need it anymore,” Ioka said and revealed her chest.


  She took my hand and pulled it along her skin. Different from the soft sensation of her skin was one rough spot that immediately made my heart jump. It was a faint scar, barely even visible from afar. And it’s the scar from the wound I inflicted on her.


  “Ioka, I’m sorry. I’m sure it’ll disappear soon enough, so—”


  “No, don’t say that. I’m happy. In fact, I don’t want it to disappear.”


  “Why?”


  “Because this…is the replacement for the landmark you gave me. It’s our connection.”


  When I touched that scar once more, Ioka’s slim fingers embraced mine. Human or devil, none of that really matters. At the very least, I now carry an important wish inside of me. I can reach out for the stars because I can finally look up. I can run toward my dreams because I tripped once and experienced despair. For as long as I carry this wish, I will be disappointed, thirst for more, and eventually end up betrayed. But I’ve learned that some things can only be gained from these things.


  Whether I’m a devil, a human, just one year old, or eighty years old, I will disappear one day. And so, I have decided that I will use the rest of my life to be with her. It’s all we can do. Live our lives to the fullest so that we can be satisfied by the end. We wish, we are disappointed, we make a wrong choice, we hurt each other, and every misstep could summon a devil. It doesn’t matter if you’re a child, an adult, or an elderly person. As long as you carry a wish within you, you’re living one type of youth. And…my own youth has only just begun.


  Ioka and I reached for each other, and just like two stars drawing an odd trajectory, our bodies became one.


  —AOHAL DEVIL 3—
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