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PROLOGUE

THAT DAY.

That particular day began like any other, and Yuji Sakai
took for granted it would end the same too.

April was almost over, and Yuji was getting used to be-
ing a freshman in high school. Some part of his brain knew
another exam was coming up, but it seemed like the distant
future, and he wasn’t too worried. He was a pretty easygo-
ing guy in general.

He was an only child from a middle-class family. His
father, Kantaro, had been transferred overseas, leaving Yuji
alone with his doting mother. A gentle soul, Chigusa main-
tained their small home with pride. And every morning Yuji
made the twenty-minute walk to school.

Yuji wasn’t the greatest student in the world. His grades
had gone up and down since junior high, depending on how
much effort he decided to put in. He more or less coasted
through school, but once in a while he worried he was getting
too lazy and gave a little extra attention to his schoolwork.
Hayate Ike, a friend since junior high, often described Yuji
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as being a pretty mellow guy.

Yuji didn’t have a girlfriend and, in fact, wasn’t in a particu-
lar hurry to get one. Though he sometimes talked to Yukari
Hirai, who sat next to him in class, he was more interested
in her lecture notes.

On that particular day, what occupied his mind more than
anything else was how he should spend his money during the
upcoming Golden Week holidays. He could go somewhere
with his friends, but he also had his eye on some games and
comic books.

After school that day, Yuji headed across the large iron
bridge that connected his neighborhood to downtown. His
plan was to cruise all his favorite game shops and bookstores
and, out of all the cool things he wanted, make up his mind
what to buy.

On that day, until that moment...

Yuji thought his life would go on, just as it always had,
forever.

He was totally and blissfully unaware that anything in his
life would, or could, change.

But on that day, at that moment...

In the light of a blood-red sunset, Yuji’s normal life was
burned away. His world had caught fire.
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Chapter
1

THE DEVIANT WORLD

YUJI SAKAI was about to be devoured by a monster.

It happened just five minutes away from his ordinary
life.

Suddenly, flame filled his vision.

The crimson tint of the sunset wavered and intensified,
coloring the entire busy street lined with restaurants and
nightclubs, the rush of traffic and people, a clear, deep
red.

In that first instant, Yuji could only gape in wonder at the
extraordinary spectacle.

Like a wall, flame surrounded the area. Everything else
beyond it was distorted and blurred by the haze of heat ris-
ing upward.

On the ground at Yuji’s feet, a line of fire formed the
characters of a strange sort of writing, linked together in
the shape of a crest.

People all around him froze in place, suspended in the
middle of taking a step or whatever else they’d been doing.

Yuji gazed at the scene, stunned.
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For a second, Yuji thought that maybe it was all a bad
dream. But then reality broke in.

Something fell from the sky into the midst of the crowd.
Two things, actually. And then he saw them.

They towered over the crowd.

What the beck?! Yuji thought.

He’d never seen anything like them, though there was no
mistaking their familiar shapes. But how they had come to
be there, gigantic, bloated, he couldn’t imagine.

One of them was a doll that resembled a famous mayon-
naise brand mascot. The other was a ball formed of man-
nequin heads, some with hair, some without. Each figure
was twice as tall as a regular-sized human being.

What kind of joke is this? Yuji wondered. What he was look-
ing at was ridiculous, absurd — horrifying. It was beyond a
nightmare.

But it was real — horribly real. They stood in front of
him, true monsters.

The mayonnaise mascot doll began to dance, swaying
its huge body back and forth. Shrieking in hellish accom-
paniment, the mannequin-head ball split horizontally in a
fiendish grin. The mouths of the mannequin heads gaped
in unison.

Just then, the people frozen in place around Yuji were
caught in a furious blaze. To his amazement, he was un-
touched by the fire and heat, but he had to shield his eyes
from the unnatural intensity of the glare.

Yuji stood rigid, just watching. What else could he do?
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The flames drew each person high into the air, then
plummeted them down toward the gaping mouths of both
monsters. As the creatures sucked in the tendrils of fire, the
contours of every figure in the wavering flames began to blur
and fade. And soon, the flames themselves were shrinking,
diminishing.

What had started as a blazing bonfire was reduced to a
campfire, then down to the flicker of a candle. Sure enough,
it was fading away ...

Yuji gazed at the flames being sucked in. In the afterglow,
Yuji stood alone as though stranded.

Then, at last, both monsters noticed his presence.

The mascot doll tilted its head toward Yuji.

“Hmm? What is this?”

It took several seconds for Yuji to realize its childish voice
was referring to him.

“Aaah...” Yuji uttered a strangled cry.

The huge eyes of the doll glared at him.

By then, the mannequin-head creature had turned entirely
toward him. It opened its gaping mouth in the center of its
body and spoke in a woman’s voice.

“I have no idea. He isn’t the honorable Denizen, I don’t
think.”

“But he’s moving inside the Seal.”

“Mistes...and an incredible anomaly at that. It’s been a
while since we found such a lovely gift. Our master will be
mightily pleased.”

“Yay! We could score some extra points!”

The doll stepped forward, putting one large, crudely made
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foot in front of the other. Swaying its huge body and smiling
its leering grin, the creature was both grotesque and cute.
It was a fearful sight.

“Then, shall we...?”

The gigantic doll lumbered toward Yuji, each step shaking
the ground. It extended an arm almost as large as a sewer
pipe.

“Uh, uh...?”

The thing in front of Yuji was so incredible, so extraor-
dinary and overwhelming, he didn’t even think to panic or
struggle. All he could do was step back.

But he wasn’t given the time.

The doll’s groping hand grasped Yuji roughly around the
midsection. The hand was so big he couldn’t see over the top
of it. Tremors of fear surged throughout the boy’s body.

“Ugh! Agh...”

It was too late to do anything. Yuji realized he was being
lifted toward the doll’s cavernous mouth. The monster was
about to swallow him in one gulp.

He couldn’t even scream.

With his eyes wide open and every inch of skin breaking
outin a cold sweat, Yuji was ensnared and could not escape.
He was about to be devoured.

“Thank you for the treat!”

All this happened just five minutes away from his ordinary

life.
And it was only the beginning of a long journey.
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Someone small with tremendous speed and determination
descended from above.

The toes of this being, pointed firmly downward, drove
straight into the uppermost curve of the mannequin-head
ball creature.

“Gaah?!”

All the various mouths of the ball—the mouths of the man-
nequin heads and the large mouth in the center—screamed
out in unison. The impact of the attack was so great that the
bulk of the monster was jammed into the cracked surface of
the road.

The petite young girl who had made this extraordinary
dive flexed her slim, strong legs and catapulted back into the
air for another assault. This time, her weapon was a shiny,
sharp sword.

The doll prepared to throw Yuji into its mouth. But its
teeth clashed and bit nothing but air.

The doll looked up to see its prey, Yuji, rotating in mid-
air.

The monster’s arm was severed cleanly below the elbow.

“(Gaaaaaaaah!!”

When it realized it had lost an arm, the doll wailed and
staggered back and forth. Instead of blood, faint white sparks
flew from the cross-sectional surface of the arm that was
left.

As the hair-raising scream went on and on, Yuji slammed

onto the ground.
“Ugh!”
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Even though the fall was cushioned by the huge severed
hand that grasped him, Yuji lay stunned, the wind knocked
out of him. Before his dazed eyes, the severed arm dissipated
into faint white sparks and disappeared.

After the light and his dizziness had faded, he looked for
the girl who had saved him.

Who...2?

She stood between him and the doll, her back to him. She
was small, but her stance spoke boldness and strength.

Her hair, blazing red with the sheen of burnished steel,
flowed down to her hips. On her shoulders hung a weath-
ered black cloak still fluttering in the wind from her recent
attack. The long, graceful fingers of her right hand grasped
the hilt of a large sword that shone with an otherworldly
beauty. Red sparks trailed her every movement and scattered
behind her on the wind.

Yuji gazed upon her in amazement, forgetting for a mo-
ment the situation he was in.

The girl stood tall amid the dancing fire sparks. Her pres-
ence was overwhelming.

The monstrous, shrieking doll still loomed behind the girl,
but it was reduced to a mere backdrop in her presence.

“What do you think, Alastor?” the girl suddenly said, her
back still to Yuji. Her voice held dignity as well as a lingering
childishness.

Another voice came out of nowhere. It was a male voice,
deep and heavy like distant thunder.

“They are not Denizens. Both are just Servants.”

“Waah! How dare you cut off my arm!”
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As though to interrupt their conversation, the doll released
an ear-splitting scream. It raised its remaining arm up in the
air, the hand clenched in a fist.

The girl looked up casually. At the same time she swung
her right arm at her side so her sword tipped sharply down
and back. The end of the blade stopped just shy of Yuji’s
temple.

Yuji was careful to hold his breath steady. With her body
twisted to the side, her left hand clasped the end of the hilt.
She was ready to attack.

The doll’s huge fist came down fast. “Get squashed!”
yelled the doll.

Before the clenched fist had even traveled half of its in-
tended course, the girl had moved to a spot directly below
the doll’s knee.

The sword flashed through the air faster than the eye
could see.

Following the momentum, the girl turned her body ninety
degrees and leapt to the side of the doll.

The doll’s fist wavered in midair. The giant arm swayed
dramatically and threw the doll off-balance. It spun and
staggered, its own weight finally causing it to crash face-first
onto the road. The monster had no idea what hit it.

“Gah-huh?”

Shaking from the impact, the doll opened wide its large,
painted eyes in astonishment. It saw its own leg standing
alone and upright on the ground.

The girl had severed the leg with incredible speed.

Like the arm earlier, the leg turned into faint white sparks
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and dissipated into the air.

Through the sparks, the girl looked down at Yuji still
slumped on the ground.

Her eyes burned with fire, and her gleaming hair rippled
and danced with the flying sparks on the wind.

“F-flaming hair and blazing eyes...!”

The doll’s voice trembled with amazement, as though it
recognized an enemy more powerful than itself.

With her right hand only, the girl casually brandished her
sword. As long as the girl was tall, the sword was undoubtedly
heavy, but she wielded it seemingly without effort. Sparks of
fire scattered at her every step as she made her way toward
the fallen doll.

Yuji, mesmerized by the savage beauty of the scene, didn’t
move an inch.

The end came all too quickly.

“Ugh! Waaah!!”

As the doll struggled to speak, the girl split its head in
half with ease.

A few seconds later, after the doll had disappeared in a
burst of white sparks, the girl glanced back at Yuji. Her
sword in her right hand, she walked toward him slowly.

The situation was so incredibly strange and her presence
so powerful, that Yuji hadn’t noticed until now how short
the girl was. She was only about four-and-a-half feet tall. If
he was standing, she would probably only come up to his
chest. She couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve
years old.
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Her finely drawn features held no trace of childishness,
however. Her expression was blank, yet full of resolve and
strength of will beyond the ordinary.

For the first time in his life Yuji felt that he looked upon a
face he could only describe as gallant. And her clothes—the
black leather jumpsuit, the dark weathered cloak—not to
mention the mighty sword she wielded, all seemed to suit
her perfectly.

But by far her most impressive features were her eyes and
hair, that both blazed red with the gleam of molten steel.

She stood before Yuji, and he might have thought her
enchanting if she weren’t so intense.

“Um, uh...thanks,” he stammered.

His response seemed lame after what she’d done for him,
but he wasn’t in any condition to act cool.

Ignoring Yuji’s sputtering, the girl said, “Hmm, so this is
Mistes?”

Before Yuji could ask what she meant, the male voice he
had heard before emanated from somewhere near the girl.

“Right.”

Yuji noticed a pendant resting against the girl’s chest.

Linked to a silver chain that hung around her neck, the dull
black sphere was encircled and crisscrossed by two golden
rings. Delicate and intricately worked, it appeared to be
both a fine piece of jewelry and a sophisticated machine.

How it functioned was not clear, but the man’s voice
seemed to come directly from inside the pendant.

“To be able to move within the Seal, he must be storing
something unique within...”
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Suddenly, a thunderous roar came from behind Yuji.

The mannequin-head ball the girl had pounded into the
ground was hurtling toward them like a cannonball.

The girl kicked, almost grazing Yuji’s nose.

The ball of heads took the blow full force and careened off
at a sharp angle, smashing into a nearby ramen restaurant.
Once again it sunk into the ground.

The girl began walking calmly toward the restaurant,
which was partially obscured by a cloud of dust.

Yuji was nervous. Fearful of being left alone, he grabbed
the hem of the girl’s cloak, but she shook him off and con-
tinued walking.

Just then a human figure came flying from the opposite
direction at Yuji, its hand outstretched toward Yuji’s back.
The girl turned in the nick of time and swung her sword as
she did, barely missing the top of Yuji’s head.

Everything went black, but in a nanosecond Yuji came to
his senses. He heard someone screaming.

“Nyaah!”

Someone fell to the ground behind him.

Yuji turned to find a severed arm lying on the ground.

“Wha...? Again?!”

Yuji pulled back, and the arm turned into faint white sparks
and vanished.

A woman squatted nearby, clutching the stump of her
arm. Behind the hanging curtain of her blonde hair, the
woman’s beautiful face was distorted in pain. Despite her
human appearance, there was something oddly inorganic
about her.
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The girl stepped to Yuji’s side and pointed her sword
directly at the woman. Her lip curled in contempt.

“Hmph! I know what you’re doing. Running away, and
trying to take the Mistes with you! Tsk! I'm rather disap-
pointed to be able to defeat you so easily.”

The beautiful woman opened her elegant mouth and spoke
in a voice of loathing. “Flaming hair and blazing eyes. .. So,
you’re the Flame Haze of Alastor?”

“That’s right. So what?”

“My master won't pass this over in silence...”

The girl responded with a snort. The tired threats didn’t
faze her.

“Hmph. That could be. He may be screaming in a fit of
agony and death very soon.”

Laughing, the girl swung her sword high above her head.

“But for now, let me hear yours first.”

It took a moment for Yuji to realize what was happening.
Clearly, the two females were enemies, and now the girl was
going to kill the woman.

Yuji didn’t know enough about the situation to think
logically. He just reacted. It was his natural disposition to
interfere.

“Wait!”

He leapt between the swinging sword and the beautiful
woman.

The girl pulled back in surprise, and the woman started to
laugh. No one, including Yuji, had expected such a thing.

Yuji got another shock when out of nowhere he felt a
strange pressure in his back. Unseen by him, the woman he
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had tried to protect had thrust her hand into his back and
was digging deep inside him.

What's this? he thought.

His own existence, the core of his being, was about to be
destroyed.

Inside of me...reaching for that something, that some-
thing...!

He felt it and was terrified.

Stop...!!

“Gaaah!”

The strange and terrifying sensation he felt lasted just a
second, interrupted by the beautiful woman’s scream.

The girl cut the woman down—and Yuji, who was standing
between them. With her sword gripped tightly with both
hands, she slashed the blade downward from the upper left
shoulder to the abdomen without a second’s hesitation.

Yuji lurched and fell backward, and saw the beautiful
woman slashed just as he was. A little doll sprung out of the
woman amid a shower of sparks.

“Tsk!”

The little rag doll, crudely made with hair of brown yarn,
button eyes and a mouth stitched with red thread, clucked
its tongue in surprise. Its legs made of flesh-colored felt
kicked up gravel as it spun backward in retreat.

The girl started to chase after the doll when a cry came
from the pendant on her chest.

“Behind you!”

The mannequin-head ball had shot out of the ruins of
the ramen restaurant and was hurtling toward the girl like
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some demonic cannonball.

In a split second of unwasted motion, the girl spun her
body around, slid Yuji, still groaning from the cut, to safety
with her foot, and shoved her sword deep into the oncoming
monster.

The head-ball was split in perfect halves and immediately
exploded in a burst of glittering sparks. Finally, it disappeared
completely.

In the meantime, the doll had escaped.

An uneasy silence fell over the street. Tiny embers left by
the people who’d been engulfed in flames littered the area.
The scars of destruction were everywhere.

Not surprisingly, it was the girl who broke the silence.
“Judging from the way that Servant spoke, a rather big force
could be behind her.”

The pendant responded. “It’s been a while since we’ve
had the chance to employ the Toumetsu.”

“Yeah. At any rate—”

“Ughhh. Urgh...I've been cut!”

The girl glanced down at Yuji rolling around in pain.

“Hubh,” she said. “I completely forgot that this thing could
move.”

“Ughh...”

Dve been slashed from the shoulder down, moaned Yuji to
himself.

“That’s right. It reminded me of Tenmoku Ikko for a
moment, and made me nervous.”

“Ughh.”

I'm dying, thought Yuji.
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“Well, back then, I was attacked without warning, right
at the start—"

“Ugh!”

Is this death?!

The girl now seemed quite irritated with Yuji’s moaning
and groaning and gave him a swift kick. “Argh! Shut up,
shut up, shut up! Why all the fuss over being cut?”

The pendant spoke.

“It reveals your character in your past life, you idiot. If
you were a human being, you’d have died the instant you
received that wound.”

“That’s what you say, but I've been cut! Huh?”

Realization dawned on Yuji.

He’d clearly felt the sensation of being cut—he could
remember the cold blade slicing through him. But could it
be true that he wasn’t really in pain? Or dead for that mat-
ter? He’d been groaning in the assumption that naturally
he’d be in terrible pain, but...

It...doesn’t hurt?

Even a mortal wound might have a moment of numbness
before the pain set in, but Yuji doubted he’d still be able to
think so clearly. One question above all resounded in his
head: What the beck is going on??

Bewildered by it all, Yuji raised his head and a shocking
sight immediately met his eyes. He body was nearly cut in
half!

He’d been split diagonally from his left shoulder to his
middle, and the left side of him seemed a little too far away
from the right side, to which his head was still attached.
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Not being completely severed in half was probably just
a stroke of good luck; but even so, as the pendant had said,
any normal person would be dead by now. Yuji vaguely
remembered the pendant saying something else, but he
couldn’t recall exactly what. Nobody could blame him, he
told himself, for being a little preoccupied.

For some reason, no blood gushed from his wound, and he
felt no pain, though he could look down and see for himself
his own insides exposed. Oddly enough, a faint light seemed
to emanate from them.

“What's going o—” Yuji began, but stopped short when
the girl climbed on top of him.

“Wh-what are you doing?!”

She brought her face close to his, close enough for their
cheeks to touch. Yuji felt the warmth of her flame-like hair,
and the blaze of her eyes seared into his. He breathed in her
delicate scent, along with the smell of fire.

Yuji was smitten.

Her slender, graceful fingers softly touched his shoul-
der...

And then, the girl grasped both halves of Yuji’s body and
roughly shoved them back together.

The sensation of his body coming together was indescrib-
ably strange. After a second, Yuji felt his senses return to
normal. The girl broke her hold on him.

Puckering her small lips, she breathed a sharp breath on
Yuji. His whole body burst into flames.

“Whoa!!”

Yuji jerked upright. The fact that he could sit up made
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him realize that his body was back in one piece, just the way
it used to be.

The flames burned out.

He cautiously inspected his body. Not only was there no
trace of his wound, but his clothes were restored as well. As
he gazed down at his chest, he could see a light within.

What is that?

A small, lone light was burning.

His body was clearly not transparent, and yet the light
was there inside him. He could see it as though he was
feeling it—or was he feeling it as though he could see it?
Many bizarre things had happened, but the light in his chest
bothered him more than any of them.

Something about this light made him feel anxious.

Yes, it was this, this light, that the woman had touched ear-
lier.

He was certain. The beautiful woman who had dug her
hand into him had been after this light.

He asked the girl, “Wh-what did you do to me?”

Once again she ignored Yuji’s question. She stood up
without looking at him and placed her sword inside her
coat, right by her left hip. Though she pushed the sword
with enough force for it to pierce through the back of her
coat, it didn’t—it didn’t even protrude out past her hip. Like
magic, the sword had simply vanished from view.

Now empty-handed, the girl looked around at the wreck-
age and shrugged her shoulders. “Did you see what hap-
pened?” she said. “That Servant shrewdly took all of what
the subordinates had gathered.”
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As the little doll escaped, it had grabbed two large, crystal-
like lights and carried them away. They were a particular
power source the monster had collected.

The voice from the pendant replied with a sigh of frustra-
tion. “Yes, it was shrewd. .. But the contents of this Mistes
is a bigger threat. I'd say it’s an accomplishment that we
prevented this one from being taken.”

The girl nodded in agreement and raised her right index
finger toward the sky.

A burst of light surrounded the area. Yuji’s body went
stiff.

Like a sort of magic illusion, the small lights scattered
across the surface of the road—remnants of those who had
burned —swiftly regained their human forms.

Relief swept over Yuji, but only for a moment. He noticed
something odd. All the people around him had lights flicker-
ing within their chests—just like him! Yuji felt his anxious
feeling creep back.

"The lights appeared similar to the flames that he saw when
he was first attacked by the two giant monsters.

Earlier, the flames were big enough to engulf their whole bod-
ies. Now they’re so small. It seems like they shrank as soon as the
monster sucked them out ...

A chill ran through Yuji’s body.

What is it?

He felt like his mind had just touched the edge of some-
thing dangerous, even catastrophic.

Ignoring Yuji, the girl continued her conversation with
the pendant. “I’'m done with the Torches. I'm going to use
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a few of them to fix things up.”

“All right,” the pendant replied. “At any rate, they sure
have a hearty appetite.”

As she spoke, several people’s lights drifted through the air
like dying fireflies and condensed into one mass, gathering
on the girl’s extended fingertip.

In the next instant, the lights burst all at once into an
infinite number of sparks. The fire sparks spread over the
area, hovering over the destruction, softening and permeat-
ing the broken buildings and torn up road.

“Ah...”

Before Yuji’s eyes, each ruined object was restored to
its original condition, slowly and silently, like a film being
shown in reverse.

Pavement stones were reassembled, their cracks sealed;
smashed store windows were pieced back together; the bro-
ken, tumbled walls of the shops and restaurants were built
up once more; and the bent street lamps were straightened
out. Even the fire-blackened remains and the last trails of
stagnate smoke disappeared.

The soft lights were gone from the restored area, and the
landscape had almost returned to normal.

Except for the lights that still burned brightly in the chests
of the people around him.

The restoration process only took about ten seconds.

The girl eventually spoke. “Done.”

The earth shook in a brief eruption of light.

“Whoa!”

Then Yuji was surrounded once again by the hustle and
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bustle of the crowd, hurrying on just as before. Yuji blinked
and shook his head. He saw and heard it all, the busy down-
town streets and noisy traffic and people, all tinted by the
blood-red sunset.

The wall of flame, the haze of heat, the crest of fire at his
feet...all had disappeared without a trace. Was everything
truly just as it had been? Yuji wondered.

No, it wasn'’t...

Yuji could sense the difference.

The people who’d been enclosed with him still had lights
glowing in their chests. And the people who had turned to
fire sparks on the girl’s fingertip were missing.

And, above all, he could see the light inside of him.

But nobody seemed to care, or even to notice. No one
said a word, but acted like it was completely normal.

No, they aren’t aware of it.. . what happened earlier; or what
DI'm seeing right now.

Within a few moments, the people with lights in their
chests had gone their separate ways into the crowd, each
walking a little slower than they had before.

Yuji watched them scatter. The girl stood alert nearby,
observing the situation with a watchful readiness.

At some point the girl’s hair had changed from fiery red
to shiny black, like cooling steel. She looked composed
beyond her years, but otherwise she now appeared almost
ordinary.

It occurred to Yuji, gazing up at the girl, that he was the
one drawing attention to himself. He was still slumped on
the ground, and people were looking at him curiously.
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Scrambling to his feet, Yuji saw in full view the crowd
filling the busy streets of downtown. Among them were
several people who had lights glowing in their chests. The
size or distance of the light didn’t matter. He could simply
sense them.

One of them, a man in a business suit with thinning hair,
walked by with a heavy tread.

He wasn’t one of the people attacked earlier, but he has the light
inside of him, and he seems to be unaware of it... What’s going
on?

Yuji’s confusion increased. All around him appeared signs
and anomalies telling him that the world had not returned
to normal. The girl, who probably had all the answers to
his questions, stood right there in front of him.

But she wasn’t talking....

“U-um, about earlier, I mean, what happened? And what’s
going on now...”

Yuji felt his awkwardness level rise, though the girl in
front of him came up only to his chest.

As had happened before, she ignored him.

Yuji reached out to put a hand on her shoulder.

“Hey, you...”

But his hand never made it. In an instant the girl’s thin,
delicate fingers had encircled his wrist in a viselike grip so
that he couldn’t even move.

The girl finally looked at Yuji. “You are really annoy-
ing.”

The look she gave him chilled him to the bone. It was as
though she didn’t even acknowledge his existence. He was

35



SHAKUGAN NO SHANA

a mere speck to her, not a person.
“Should I erase him?”

Yuji didn’t get the full meaning of her words, but he could
tell she was serious. A strange new fear grew inside him.
But...

“Wait.”

The voice from the pendant stopped her from whatever
it was she was about to do. “You shouldn’t open up Mistes
carelessly. Have you forgotten about the disorder caused by
"Tenmoku Ikko?”

The girl snorted and released Yuji’s hand.

“Of course I do, but this thing has been bugging me,” she
said.

“Let it know the truth. That should quiet this thing down.”

“Y-you guys, stop calling me ‘this thing’! I'm human!”
Yuji cried out. He rubbed the finger marks the girl had left
on his wrist.

“You're not human,” the girl said “Just a thing.”

“What...?”

“Listen carefully,” the girl said. “The ‘real’ you—the one
who was human—is long gone. Your original existence was
devoured by the Crimson Denizens. You are what’s called
a Torch, a replacement used to buffer the shock caused by
the disappearance of your existence.”

Yuji was stunned. “What are you saying?” The words
barely penetrated his comprehension.

Slowly, somewhere at the back of his mind, Yuji absorbed
the meaning of those words. They tumbled around in his
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head until an eerie realization dawned on him.

Crimson Denizens, the monsters. The disappearance...of
what? The existence. ..of what? The real one...who is? The
replacement...me. .. ¢

This time, the pendant spoke.

“Now, since the restoration was done under our protec-
tion, you should be able to see the Power of Existence that
shapes the replacement body in the form of a light in your
chest. That is definite proof that you are no longer human,
but merely a remnant of your former existence.”

The pendant was right.

He could see it—the light flickering in his chest.

The light.. . the Power...of Existence?

He felt something cold surging in the pit of his stom-
ach.

He slowly began to understand what they were talking
about. The words connected with each other and took on
meaning.

I...disappeared. ..awhile ago...devoured by a monster...and
DI'm a remnant . ..a replacement. .. a thing... ¢

It was horrific, absurd. But it was true. He couldn’t deny
it any longer.

What he had just experienced was too real to question.
And the words of the girl and the pendant were all too per-
suasive.

The girl continued: “You can see them walking all around
you, right? They are also remnants. That’s what they be-
come once they’ve been devoured—all of them. One of the
Crimson Denizens must be in this area to gather and devour
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the Power of Existence. And that means the ‘real you’ was
a victim too. Believe me, it’s not uncommon, and it’s hap-
pening all over the world on a regular basis.”

With that, the girl turned and began to walk away.

Yuji vaguely understood what she was trying to tell him.
But he wanted to know more.

“W-wait!” He scampered after her like a child left behind.
“But I've never heard of any monster called Crimson or
whatever going on rampages!”

Yuji was in a panic. He had to practically jog to keep up
with the girl’s long strides.

“Of course not,” the girl said. “If you were able to move
inside, you must have seen the enclosure we call the Seal.”

“Oh...You mean that wall of flame?”

“To be precise, it’s the space inside that wall. It forces a
slippage in the world where things disconnect. Consequently,
no one knows what’s happening inside. And, ultimately, it
devours the thing you think of as existence. That’s why every
human being who is devoured is treated like a thing that
never existed. No traces are left behind.”

“That can’t be...”

The girl stopped at a taiyaki stand. She must have been
hungry because she ordered all the cakes on the hot griddle.
While she waited for the cashier to bag them up, she con-
tinued her explanation.

“But if a Denizen eats everything in sight, a distortion
will occur in the empty spaces where existence used to be.
Replacements of devoured humans—called Torches—are
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put in their places. This helps cushion the impact of the
spaces collapsing.”

She paid for the bag of taiyaki and nodded her thanks.

“You see the Torches walking around here? The light
you see temporarily maintains the connection to the people
and the world around them, in place of the real person who
was devoured. In time, they’ll lose their existence. By the
time the light burns out, they’ll be completely forgotten by
everyone. Oh, look. Good timing.”

“Huh?”

“You should be able to see that Torch walking toward
us.”

An unimpressive middle-aged man walked feebly among
the crowd. A small light shone in his chest.

“Oh, that man with the weak light.”

Suddenly, the light flickered out.

The man disappeared. No one noticed, and nobody cared.
Yuji too probably wouldn’t have paid attention if he hadn’t
been told about it. The man’s presence had been nothing
more than vague, his disappearance unremarkable.

A single disappearance in the bustling crowd.

“Is that what you meant by burning out?”

“Uh-huh.”

The girl took a taiyaki out of the bag and started walking
again.

Yuji ran to catch up. He kept his eyes on the crowd, look-
ing for more people who were now Torches.

To his dismay, he could spot them carrying their weak
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lights within. Perhaps one out of thirty, give or take...

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of an-
other light burning out.

The person disappeared. All the same, the crowd moved
on.

Was this the world he had lived in his whole life? Was
this the reality going on right under his nose?

A world Yuji hadn’t known existed, yet had lived in, al-
lowed this to be—allowed the remnants of devoured people
to roam around in some kind of limbo of non-existence,
only to eventually completely disappear, unnoticed and
unlamented.

And the crowd moved on.

Yuji held his head in his hands. A new concept of reality
was closing in on him. Never before had he felt the weight
and burden of such an oppressive truth.

“So you're saying all these people, every one of them,
have been devoured? By monsters like the ones I saw? That’s
awful!”

The girl was busy stuffing her face with taiyaki, so the
pendant answered.

“It’s not all so terrible,” it said. “There are many of us in
the Crimson World who are concerned about the adverse
effects on our world if this world were to lose its balance by
the excessive devouring of existences.”

“‘Us’? Are you telling me you’re one of those Crimson-
something...monsters?”

Yuji finally sensed that the pendant itself was actually
talking.
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“The one you've met is actually a mere servant to us, but
yes, we’re something like that.”

Between bites, the girl added, “So anyway, we’re called
the Flame Haze. We’re on a mission to prevent a disaster
by hunting down and destroying those who prey excessively.
Get it?”

She popped another taiyaki into her mouth. Her expres-
sion softened into something like a pleased child’s. Must've
been good taiyaki.

Yuji tried to make himself believe that he understood what
the pendant and the girl had said. Some of it made sense,
but it was all so preposterous...

He decided to cut to the heart of the matter.

“Y-you called me... Mistes, right?” he said. The cold
sensation in his stomach surged again.

The girl looked impressed by his memory.

“That’s the Torch in which Crimson Denizens store the
precious tools and swords they’ve created in this world.”

The Torch...?¢

Yuji felt a sense of coming doom.

“When that Torch, the Mistes, burns out, the contents
are moved to another host. You could call it a ‘traveling
treasure box.” Unfortunately, you’ve been discovered. That’s
why you’re in trouble. They’ll be after you.”

A Torch.

How did she explain it?

Yuji’s heart beat faster.

You’re not buman anymore. fust a thing.

Everything began to snap into place. His situation, his
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position, and his existence were starting to take shape under
this new order.

The ‘real’ you—the one who was human—is long gone. Your
original existence was devoured by the Crimson Denizens.

He was hurting inside.

DI'm a replacement called a Torch, placed to buffer the shock
that’s caused by the disappearance of my existence.

He felt a lump in his throat.

A Torch temporarily maintains the connection to the people
and the world around them, in place of the real person who was
devoured. In time, they’ll lose their existence. By the time the light
burns out, they’ll be completely forgotten by everyone.

“Then, uh...then, I'm...” Yuji’s voice quivered. He was
frozen in place.

The girl stopped walking, an annoyed expression on her
face. She turned toward Yuji. “Don’t make me say it again.
You're just a remnant of your real self. You exist only to burn
out.”

The fear and loneliness Yuji felt were beyond words. He
was devastated. A feeling of discord shook him to the core,
as though he had fallen off the edge of the world.

“When you burn out, the precious Tools move on to the
next Torch. All the memories others have of you, what you've
been doing, what you were involved in—everything—will
be gone. Because your existence will be gone.”

The very foundation of his existence had just collapsed.
The truth was a death sentence—worse, a complete anni-
hilation.

Yuji choked on the words in his throat. He didn’t know
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what to say at all. He looked around him as though to find
an escape from this reality that was pressing in on him, but
there was none.

The sun had already set.

He realized they were standing on the large iron bridge
that connected the busy downtown area to the residential
district on the opposite shore. Even with the two of them
standing there, the sidewalk was wide enough to let others
pass.

“But...”

The Torches were among them.

They were the replacements with glowing lights in their
chests. Men, women, elderly people, children. There were
many.

When he turned his head and looked out into the night,
he could see many more lights, moving among the lights of
the city, small but surprisingly clear. Those lights, like his
own, would eventually burn out.

“No!”

Being told that I'm dead! That a person called Yuji Sakai is
already dead! There’s no way for me to accept that!

It wasn’t that he couldn’t accept it—he refused to accept
it.

That was all.

Just looking at the girl’s surprised expression told Yuji his
rebellion was meaningless. But he couldn’t help it.

“My body was injured earlier!”

“Yeah, and if you were really still human, you’d be dead.
It was a fatal injury,” the girl replied.
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“But I have memories! They’re real! And they’re mine.”

“Of course you do. You're the remnant of your own self.”

Yuji racked his brain for something that would prove his
identity—something that would convince her that he was
indeed the living Yuji Sakai. What could he say? What could
he do?

The girl waited.

She waited for him to prove it.

Or, rather, she waited for him to understand that there
was no way for him to prove it.

None.

He couldn’t prove a thing. No matter how hard he tried,
he couldn’t do it.

A Torch passed by with a solemn expression.

A sense of helplessness engulfed Yuji’s whole body. He
asked once again, “Yuji Sakai is already long dead?”

“That’s right.”

“Burn out and disappear? Me?”

“That’ right.”

“It’s not a dream?”

The girl shook her head. “It’s just reality,” she said.

“However, since your light is still bright, your conscious-
ness and presence will probably be the same as other ordinary
humans for a while.”

Yuji felt nothing at her words. What was the point? Yuji
Sakai was already dead. Nothing else mattered.

What am I supposed to do now?

Yuji leaned weakly against the rail of the bridge.
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The lights of the Torches shone into the night, as did the
one in his chest.

“So you're telling me this is the reality?”

Reality was a world where monsters lurked and humans
were devoured, but no one was aware of it. His own exis-
tence would accomplish nothing, would be remembered by
no one. He was just biding time until he disappeared.

“That’s just too awful.”

“Too bad,” the girl replied. “That’ just the way it is.”

The next day, Yuji awoke to a morning sun so bright that
it seemed almost ironic.

The first thing he did after sitting up was to look down
at his own body. He was wearing his usual sweat-suit paja-
mas.

Please let it be a dream. ..

Praying, Yuji closed his eyes, and then opened them again.
He timidly glanced down at his chest.

He saw a light, glowing deep inside. He observed the way
it flickered.

v

He heaved a deep sigh. He couldn’t see the light now. In
the back of his mind, he recalled the voice of the girl from
yesterday. He clearly remembered her saying, “That’s just
the way it is.”

“The reality...”

He came to his senses with his own voice.

That’s right, this was the reality.
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Yuji thought back on how yesterday ended. The girl had
disappeared while Yuji stood in a daze. Loneliness and fear
drove Yuji to run all the way home. He’d panicked when he
couldn’t see the light in his chest.

It was kind of strange for me to panic.

Not being able to see the light was good, wasn’t it? Because
it was evidence that he was only the remnant of himself.
If he couldn’t see it, perhaps it had all been a dream—the
monsters, the sword-wielding girl with fire in her eyes.
Maybe it had never really happened.

Who was he kidding? It was no dream. He squinted his
eyes and concentrated. Sure enough, there was a light burn-
ing within him.

Yuji knew for certain then. The light burned inside him
all the time. Unless he concentrated really hard, he wouldn’t
see it. That was the way it worked.

Ob, that’s right. That’s how I saw it yesterday, thought Yuji.
He’d figured it out last night before falling asleep.

The girl had told him he was already long dead. If he
accepted that, was the reality so hopeless as to be beyond
grief, beyond despair? Could he mourn his own death while
living as a remnant? One day, he knew, his light would burn
out. Or would it? Should he fear that day as inevitable?

He had thought so yesterday, but now...

His mind was hazy, his senses benumbed. He wondered if
sleep had dulled his feelings. Perhaps he’d pushed all those
startling events into a far corner of his brain, so that on
waking, they seemed more distant to Yuji, and less real.

Or maybe he had given up. Maybe he realized there was
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nothing he could do about it. Was this because of his usual
laid-back attitude that Hayato was always referring to?

Wait a minute . ..

He realized something else that made him uneasy.

Dve been suffering as the real Yuji Sakai both yesterday and
today.

If he was the “real” Yuji Sakai, then it was only natural to
feel despair about being dead, and fear the disappearance
of his existence.

Then what about the present me? How should I feel if I'm only
a remnant of myself ¢

Yuji started to hate himself.

“I give up.”

He didn’t think he was strong enough to live positively
under such circumstances. But he’d never had the bad habit
of self-loathing, so what was the point of starting now? There
was nothing he could do. The best thing to do was go on
doing things the way he’d always done. Yep, that’s what he
wanted to do.

As if on cue, his mother called him from downstairs. “Yu-
chan, it’s time to wake up!”

Yuji looked at the clock. It was ten minutes later than his
usual time to be down in the living room.

“Ugh, look at the time!”

Yuji ran downstairs in a hurry.

Yuji had a precise morning schedule to follow in his
head—it started with the moment he lingered in bed for a
few extra seconds of sleep and ended when he was sitting in
his first class at school. In between he needed time to wolf
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down his breakfast, hit the convenience store, and wait for
traffic lights to change. Even a small delay in the schedule
would cause him to be tardy.

He glanced at the television in the living room and noticed
that the sports program he watched while eating breakfast
was already over. He was really cutting it close.

On the dining table waited a simple breakfast for two:
rice and miso soup, seaweed and eggs. The Sakai family was
actually made up of three people, but his father had recently
left home to work overseas. As a result, his mother took care
of the house and Yuji.

Yuji slid into his seat at the table and attacked his breakfast.
His mother came in with the morning paper and milk.

“What’s wrong, Yu-chan? It’s so unusual for you to over-
sleep.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Yuji stole a glance at his mother. She had a gentle face
and a compassionate smile. He concentrated...

She wasn’t a Torch.

His mother was human.

Whew!

He felt relieved, but at the same time loneliness tightened
his chest. It was the same feeling he had yesterday.

What would his parents do if he suddenly ceased to exist?
Would they become childless? Would they have wasted the
fifteen long years they’d spent raising him? The thought
filled him with sadness.

But perhaps disappearing was better than dying. Death
meant grieving, but Yuji would be the only one to feel sad
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about simply being wiped from existence.

Fortunately, his parents had married as students and were
still young. If he disappeared, his mother would be free to
start a new life with his father overseas.

“Are you daydreaming, Yu-chan? Isn’ it time for you to
go?”

“Huh? Yikes!”

His mother’s voice brought Yuji out of the bleak future
and back to the present. Just as she said, there was no time
left to dawdle.

“Thanks for breakfast!”

He wasn’t close to being done, but Yuji left the rest behind
and ran up the stairs.

He threw on his high-collared school uniform and grabbed
his school bag. In his head he adjusted his schedule. He had
time to pick up a snack at the quickie mart, but that was
it.

“I'm going!”

“Be safe!”

Their exchange was casual, but it made his heart clench.
Why was he sad over such a small thing, something so in-
significant?

Yuji had a reputation for being mellow, and sometimes
he worried about his own passivity. He felt now that he’d
proved himself otherwise, and was relieved.

It was an empty relief. He already knew that.

He knew it, but still.

Misaki City, where Yuji lived, was a fairly big city with a
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distinct layout. Through the center of the city, dividing it
in half, ran the Mana River. To the east lay the urban con-
centration of the city. To the west lay the residential area.
The large Misaki Bridge connected the two districts.

Misaki City High School, which Yuji attended, was located
in the residential district. It was about twenty minutes on
foot from Yuji’s house. Because the neighborhoods around
the school were over-developed, the school grounds were
small, and bicycles were prohibited.

To Yuji, his path to school looked different today. But
really, it was Yuji who had changed, not the road.

Each of the Torches, those destined to burn out and be
forgotten, just like him, carried a light in their chest and
continued on with their day, one step at a time. Yuji watched
them carefully as he walked to school.

Some lights were bright and some were dim. But overall,
every Torch he saw seemed meek and unobtrusive.

And sure enough, an especially quiet person with a flame
of faint, diminishing color would suddenly go unnoticed and
disappear—gone and forgotten.

Just as he had seen yesterday.

Four grade school students were walking in front of Yuji.
They were loudly discussing a superhero they’d seen on
television.

“...then he made so many mistakes trying to transform
and got into trouble, right?”

“Yeah, using a mask and a fish.”

“Yeah.”

“The enemy was cool too.”
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One boy among them was a Torch with a weakly glowing
light. He didn’t participate in the conversation, but only
nodded in agreement.

The other boys barely acknowledged his presence.

Then...

The flame burned out.

The boy vanished quietly.

The other boys continued their conversation. Neither the
people passing on the street nor his companions noticed he
was gone.

Even Yuji, who saw it all and knew the child was a Torch,
barely registered the boy’s disappearance. It had happened
so quietly.

So, this was what it was like to lose one’s existence gradu-
ally. The world kept on spinning. Life went on.

Had people been disappearing quietly, just like that, his
whole life? Would he disappear like that too? The thought
sent something cold turning through Yuji’s stomach.

But still. ..

Yesterday the girl had said those monsters were devouring
lots of people in this city. For whatever reason, she ended
up letting one escape. That monster and its master—the
Lord of monsters—would continue to devour humans; if
not here, somewhere else. It was such an awful thought.

Something occurred to Yuji.

Both the night before and this morning, he was relieved to
discover that his mother was safe. But he realized that there
was no guarantee that she would be safe in the future. The
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same went for his friends. There was no way of knowing
when they might be attacked and turned into a Torch like
him.

Danger seemed all around him, but there was nothing
he could do. After all, he was just an ordinary person who
happened to get some extraordinary knowledge. He didn’t
have supernatural powers like that girl yesterday.

I seem to be a target for the monsters too, but it’s not like I can
do anything ... I can’t even protect myself.

He recalled the events of the previous evening. They were
not an enemy to be faced with mere wisdom or courage.

I can’t protect, I guess. .. All I can do is pray that the girl with
the sword can kill them quickly. ..

It was quite pathetic, but it was just like the girl had said:
“That’s just the way it is.”

Come to think of it, I wonder if that girl is still fighting some-
where?

He glanced around as he walked, but all he could see was
the usual crowd of commuters going to school and work.

The difference was, he could tell that Torches walked
among them.

Every day during his walk to school, Yuji liked to compare
travel agency posters he saw posted along the roadside. They
always gave him a lot to think about. Where should I travel
during Golden Week? Ob, that reminds me, there’s an exam com-
ing up. Ab, that’s right, I wanted to get that new Orange Range
album. I wonder if my mother will bake cupcakes this weekend?

Yuji let himself get lost in the random thoughts coursing
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through his mind. It was an escape from reality, however
brief. For a moment, his life seemed ordinary again.

But his moment of peace was shattered in a second when
he noticed a light in the chest of a woman walking past one
of the travel posters.

“Uh..."”

Yuji stood frozen on the spot, stunned by the sudden
reminder of the new world he had entered.

“What...what am I supposed to do?”
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Chapter
2

THE SUNSET, THE RAINY NIGHT,
AND THE MORNING

YUJI WAS FEELING DEPRESSED as he entered his classroom
at Misaki High School. The room, though hectic and noisy,
was bright with sunshine and the cheerful sound of friends
greeting each other.

It was like this every morning of every school day.

Yuji looked around the classroom for his friend Hayato
Ike, a smart kid whom everyone called “Four Eyes” because
of the eyeglasses he wore. Unfortunately, he was nowhere
to be seen.

This was, of course, Yuji’s usual morning routine. He
looked for Hayato every day simply out of habit. He knew
that his friend could never understand the mind-bending
events he’d experienced.

If someone—anyone! —could just tell me that everything I'm
seeing and feeling is a delusion, and I'm the one who's crazy, then
I could stop worrying and my mind would be at ease.

With a dark cloud hanging over him, Yuji shuffled to his
seat near the center of the classroom.

Oh yeab, there’s a quiz today on Japanese history. I wonder
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which topics it’ll cover?

He tried to stay in the moment and focus his mind on
school. He wasn’t ready to give up his normal life. He turned
to Yukari, who sat next to him, in the hope she could clue
him in about the quiz.

That’s when he made a discovery.

A complete proof of his sanity.

The destroyer of his everyday life.

She was seated where Yukari Hirai was supposed to be
sitting.

“You're late.”

The Flame Haze girl!

There she was, with her determined, noble features, her
long, shiny hair, her head held high. She was even wearing
the sailor-style school uniform. The girl who called herself
the Flame Haze!

“How come you're here?!”

“I've discussed it with Alastor. We agree that I should
stick close to you in order to capture those who target you.
And besides, I don’t visit this kind of place very often, so
let’s just say I'd like to squeeze in a little sightseeing at the
same time.”

She sat with her legs crossed as though it was the most
natural thing in the world for her to be at school. There,
in the seat where a girl named Yukari Hirai had sat just the
day before.

“What happened to Yukari?”

“If you're talking about the Torch who used to be here,
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it’s gone now. Anyway, it was convenient to be able to sit
next to you.”

“What? A Torch? Are you saying that Yukari was...?”

His worst fears were coming true already.

His everyday life was collapsing. No, as he’d been told,
it had already collapsed.

The girl continued. “Yeah, she was already long-dead.
SoIbecame “Yukari Hirai’ by forcing my existence into her
remnants.”

“Y-your face is completely different from hers!”

Yuji had unintentionally raised his voice, and several of his
classmates turned to look at him. He spoke more quietly.

“Why isn’t anybody noticing?”

“Taking over someone’s existence is not about trying to
imitate the original being. I'm merely replacing Yukari Hirai
with my own existence. You can see the difference because
we’ve influenced you. Don’t worry.”

“Of course I'm worried! What happened to Yukari?”

The girl scratched her head in frustration. “I've been
trying to tell you, I am Yukari Hirai.”

Just as the girl said, no one had noticed the switch. To
them, the girl sitting there now was the same Yukari Hirai
who had sat there the day before and all the days before
that.

“That’s not what I'm saying! I want to know what hap-
pened to the rea/ Yukari Hirai, the one who was sitting here
yesterday!”

His classmates looked up again. Yuji realized he was mak-
ing a scene.
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“I explained it to you yesterday,” the girl said. “The real
Yukari Hirai you're talking about wasn’t even sitting here
yesterday ... that’s just the way it is. Her flame was dim and
about to burn out. You would have forgotten about her along
with everyone else. There’s no need to trouble yourself about
it.”

Yuji wasn’t especially close to Yukari. She was just a class-
mate who happened to sit next to him for a short time. He
had to admit he couldn’t remember much about her, except
that she was quiet and kept to herself.

But she was here. Yukari Hirai was definitely here.

He didn’t know if she wanted to be remembered. Just like
other Torches, she’d simply disappeared, leaving no trace,
given no time to think it over.

Still, Yuji wanted to remember her.

The girl that was sitting in Yukari’s seat— that wasn’t her.
He knew that.

That was likely the only proof Yukari had existed in this
world.

“What’s your name?”

“My name?”

“‘Flame Haze’ is the name for all of you who kill monsters,
right? But what’s your personal name?”

“Uh...”

She probably hadn’t anticipated this question. Her de-
termined expression melted slightly and a hint of loneliness
crept into her eyes. She whispered her reply as she toyed
with the pendant that hung around her neck.

“I'm the Flame Haze contracted by Alastor,” she said with
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a nod to her pendant. “And that’s all. I don’t have any other
name.”

The loneliness vanished from her face, along with any
other human emotion. Her face was void of all expres-
sion.

“To differentiate me from other Flame Haze, I am called
Nietono no Shana.”

“NIETONONOSHA...?”

“Nietono no Shana. It’s the name of the long sword 1
carry.”

“I see. I guess I'll call you Shana, then.”

She was definitely not the same person as Yukari Hirai,
so she needed a different name. It would make things a lot
easier.

This might have been an important moment for Yuji, but
apparently it meant nothing to the girl now called Shana.
She tilted her head and replied casually.

“Do what you like. I don’t care for nicknames, and I'm
just here to play my part.”

“You mean your part is to protect me?”

“Protectyou...?” Shana looked skeptical. “Well, as long
as there’s someone trying to eat you, I guess that’s what 'm
going to do.”

Yuji was getting used to her blunt way of talking. In fact,
deep down, he felt awash with relief at her words.

“By the way, Shana, are you going to be okay with being
a high school student? I mean, there’s tests and homework
and all that.”

Shana looked a little pissed off.
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“First you pick some random name, then you drop the
honorific? Oh, whatever...Anyway, how hard can these
classes be?!”

She took a textbook from her bag and waved it back and
forth.

Yuji watched her suspiciously. Could this girl who looked
no older than a middle-schooler be wise enough to make a
fool out of him?

The school bell rang to signal the start of class, and the

sound echoed in his ears with a sinister tone.

The fourth-period English class was coming to an end.
The classroom was silent and filled with tension. All the
students but one hid their faces behind textbooks propped
up on their desks. The English teacher, who had begun his
lesson in the usual way, was now scribbling madly on the
chalkboard.

The small girl creating all this tension— Shana—sat quietly
in the center of the classroom, her textbook closed in front
of her. She said nothing and hadn’t moved all period. She
simply stared at the teacher with her arms folded over her
chest.

This behavior made the teacher extremely nervous. Shana
looked at him as if she were observing an animal in a cage. It
was clear she had no respect for him. She’d maintained the
same attitude and the same posture since morning, creating
the same atmosphere of tension through the previous three
periods.

The teacher could easily have ignored Shana. She wasn’t
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jumping up or down or talking on her cell phone or filing
her nails. But teachers are generally spoiled creatures that
enjoy their positions of power. They like to command re-
spect and blind obeisance, and loathe being judged on an
individual basis.

Finally, just like the teachers of the previous three classes,
the English teacher couldn’t take it anymore.

When he was done writing on the blackboard, the English
teacher spun around and glared at Shana. He was a middle-
aged man and an unpopular teacher who doled out excessive
amounts of homework. His mouth opened and shut a couple
times before he finally got out what he wanted to say.

“Yukari, you're being inattentive today. I advise you to
start taking notes.”

Yukari Hirai—the girl Yuji had newly christened Sha-
na—didn’t reply. She simply said, “You.”

That single word, said with such abruptness and authority
by this childlike girl, froze the teacher to the floor.

“Do you even know what you're doing? You’ve placed the
blanks in those fill-in-the-blank questions totally at random.
"This is not a guessing game, you know. They should be
placed so that we can extrapolate the missing words from
the surrounding text.”

Shana didn’t even unfold her arms.

“The correct answer is, “That which we call a rose, by any
other name would smell as sweet,” but if you don’t have the
original line memorized, there’s no way for anyone to figure
that out.”
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Her pronunciation was perfect. She went on confidently,
“And if you checked the original Shakespeare, you’d see that
you missed two complete lines. It happened because you're
only copying from that manual you have in your hand, page
by page.”

The English teacher retreated a step. Shana’s comments
left no room for objection. No one doubted that what she
said was absolutely correct.

Normally a teacher could bounce back from the ordi-
nary backtalk dished out by students. But in the face of
such knowledge, delivered with such authority, the English
teacher was mute.

The dignity of the strong always exposes to the weak his
own incompetence. And Shana was strong.

“As a teacher, you have no academic skills,” she said. “You
don’t go beyond the manual. Your explanations are inferior
and you ramble on with pointless lectures. Do you really
consider yourself competent in this subject?”

The English teacher’s face sagged.

“If you intend to teach me, come back tomorrow after
you’ve done your homework. Otherwise, don’t waste my
time.”

Shana had chalked up her fourth victim of the day.

After four successive bouts between Shana and their teach-
ers, with Shana emerging the victor each time, the students,
stunned, left the classroom one by one when the lunch break
rolled around. Her last conquest had been so complete, they
almost felt a bit of compassion for the poor English teacher.
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They needed some fresh air to sort it all out, leaving Yuji to
have his lunch alone with Shana.

Yuji’s own experience with having his identity destroyed
and his very existence put at risk made him consider the
teacher’s situation a little more sympathetically than he
might have in the past.

Teachers these days were losing their grip on authority
and trust (mostly through their own actions, it must be said).
In the past, respect came hand in hand with the job title,
but nowadays.. . Yuji took a big bite from the rice ball he’d
bought at the convenience store. He thought he was quite
the social critic.

Yuji glanced at the girl next to him, the instigator of all
this, who sat quietly chomping some melon bread. Now
more than ever, she looked her age—she was even kind of
cute.

“Hey.”

“What?”

It was noisy outside, but the two were alone in the quiet
classroom. It was a slightly awkward situation.

“You didn’t have to go that far, did you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Nothing. Forget it.”

Shana shrugged and bit into her melon bread.

Yuji felt his argumentative mood fade. Seeing her almost
happy made the image of her ruthlessly chopping up those
monsters yesterday seem all the more unreal.

“You were eating taiyaki yesterday...do you get hungry
often?”

64



THE GIRL WITH FIRE IN HER EYES

“Uh-huh. Of course,” she said over a mouthful of bread.

Not wanting to miss an opportunity, Yuji asked something
that had bothered him since yesterday. “That talking pendant
of yours...is that some sort of communicator?”

“Sort of, but not exactly.”

The pendant, silent all morning, finally spoke up. “I, as a
Crimson Denizen, am stored within her, and this is the God
Vessel called Cocytus. It manifests my will to this world.”

“...‘Stored within’? ‘Manifests’?”

Shana glared at him out of the corner of her eye. She
sighed and continued the explanation.

“Alastor himself is actually inside me. He is known as the
contractor. This pendant is the device that enables him to
verbalize his will.”

Hub?

Yuji had given up trying to make sense of all this. He
simply accepted it and asked about whatever he needed
explained.

“A contractor, huh? Oh yeah, you said this morning that
you made an agreement with him to become the Flame
Haze. Does that mean you used to be a human being?”

“That’s right,” Shana replied.

“So why’d you want to be a Flame Haze?”

“It’s none of your business.”

Her reply sounded final.

“Well, then...”

He looked around the classroom. Since nobody else was
around, it seemed like a good opportunity to pull Alastor
into the conversation.
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“May I ask a question?” said Yuji, hoping for the best.

“I think,” said Shana, “that you’ve been asking questions
for a while already. So, what is it?”

“First of all, what is the Crimson World?”

Ob, that? Shana’s expression seemed to say. She tossed the
last bit of melon bread into her mouth.

“Hmm, let’s see. The Crimson World...it’s the Deep Red
World. It’s next door to this one, but you can’t go there on
foot. A long time ago, some poet dubbed it the ‘swirling
cathedral.” And we call its inhabitants the Crimson Deni-
zens.”

“You mean, like people from another dimension?”

This time, Alastor answered. “As expressed in the terms of
this world, essentially, yes. The ones who attacked you were
no Denizens, however. They were servants called Rinne,
and they were created on this side of the world.”

“Are they invaders coming to conquer us?”

“I wouldn’t know. Each of them has its own purpose. It
all depends. All T can say is that we, the Crimson Denizens,
manifest by freely controlling the Power of Existence in this
world. By transforming this power, we are able to manipu-
late the natural phenomena. Because of this, Denizens are
constantly crossing over into this world.”

“What did you say?” Yuji had a hard time wrapping his
head around Alastor’s complex explanation.

Shana sighed. “In this world, there is a fundamental energy
called the Power of Existence. All things exist because of
it. By borrowing this power, the Denizens, who come from
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the Crimson World as nonexistents, are able to exist in this
world. Do you get it now?”

“Umm...kinda.”

Shana nodded. Yuji massaged his temples, hoping to sumu-
late his brain.

“For them to stay in this world,” Shana continued, “they
need to keep using the Power of Existence. That’s why
they’re desperate to collect that power from humans.”

“Collecting the Power of Existence? You're talking about
that, uh, incident from yesterday?” Yuji saw again in his
mind the grotesque monsters devouring the people turned
to flame. The feelings of shock and terror came back too.

Shana nodded.

“Yup. So, anyway, for their own selfish purposes, they use
that power freely to create servants and unusual phenom-
ena.”

Alastor then spoke up. “Deviations from the natural laws
of this world, a phenomenon that shouldn’t occur, an exis-
tence that shouldn’t exist, and more than anything else, the
overzealous hunting of the power to make these happen,
could throw off the balance of existence between this world
and the Crimson World. It could indeed be called a game
for fools.”

In spite of Alastor’s gloomy predictions, Shana had moved
on to the next item in her lunch—a sweet dumpling called
mitarashi dango. She looked pleased with it.

“So, to maintain the balance, the Flame Haze goes around
fighting those monsters who tenaciously hunt the Power...”
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Yuji popped another rice ball into his mouth. He was
finally starting to understand. With a mouthful of rice,
he said, “Does the Power of Existence have to come from
humans?”

Alastor didn’t seem to mind Yuji’s bad manners. Anyway,
he didn’t say anything about it, but answered in the same
heavy, deep voice.

“Of course. Because their existence is very similar to ours,
their power is exponentially stronger to us. Swallowing an
indiscriminate mass only dilutes the power.”

“Wait a minute! Crimson Denizens are human beings,
just like us?”

“It’s hard to explain. You have such a fixed conception of
what is human. I would have to rely on poetry, rather than
logic, to explain.”

Yuji sighed as he popped the tab on his can of soda. “I
see...but from what I've seen between yesterday and today,
it won’t be too long before everything is swallowed up.”

“Not really,” said Shana. “They’ve been crossing over into
this world since ancient times, but the number of humans
has been increasing. That’s the way this world works, right?
"There won’t be much change in the grand scheme of things.
Then there’s us, the Flame Haze, to keep things from going
too out of control.”

“I wonder if I can count on that...”

Yuji cast Shana a sidelong glance. She was done with her
dumplings and was licking her fingers. “Umm, that’s what I
was telling you. I'll be protecting you until the treasure box,
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Mistes, burns out, or until I exterminate all the Denizens
coming after you.”

Yuji was getting used to her matter-of-fact attitude. She
was always frank with him, and he was starting to appreciate
that. He smiled wryly.

“Such encouraging words...so will you stay by my side
around the clock?”

“For now, I’'m keeping guard in the evening.”

As they explained to him, the isolation space—the
Seal—temporarily severs the area from the surrounding
world. Normally, these are created during the transitional
periods of either dawn or dusk, which serve as borders be-
tween the daytime, when people are clearly aware of their
own existence, and the nighttime, when people instinctively
awaken to their true selves, and act as such.

Crimson Denizens tend to choose the most direct method
of attack, and those times provide the best opportunities.

“The Seal...I asked about it yesterday. Is it like the spiri-
tual barrier you see in video games and movies?”

Yuji was close to understanding everything when some-
thing horrifying occurred to him. “Wait—did you say dusk?
"Today classes run late! If things go wrong, they could show
up here at school!”

Shana, resting her chin on her hand, rolled her eyes. “Well,
of course! Why do you think ’'m here?”

For a moment, he felt relieved. Then another question
came to mind.

“Will you protect everyone?”
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“What are you talking about?”

Yuji stood up.

“Where are you going?”

“Bathroom!”

Yuji left the classroom, thinking about Shana. What other
human stuff does she do, besides eat? he wondered. Someone
called out to him from near the restroom.

“Hey, Sakai!” Three of his classmates were waving him
over.

He had been so preoccupied with Shana that he forgot
all about talking to his friends. Yuji ran over to them.

“Were you guys at the cafeteria today?” he asked them

Hayato Ike shook his head. “Never mind about that.
How come you’re eating lunch with that girl? She’ a real
troublemaker!”

Next to Hayato was Keisaku Sato, a handsome but some-
what superficial guy. “You’ve got guts,” he said. “If things
get bad, you could attract the attention of those teachers
too.”

“I didn’t know you two were that close,” said Eita Tanaka,
a big guy with a cheerful face. “Don’t be getting ahead of
us!”

Yuji could only say something vague. “No, it’s not like
that.”

Yuji surreptitiously checked his friends for lights in their
chests. Even if this scene was so like regular life, even if he’d
already checked that morning... Yuji was getting fed up with
himself.
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Nothing had changed with his friends. It was he who had
changed.

“Eating lunch and talking, just the two of you. That’s
enough to call it ‘close.””

“Yukari is cute, I guess. But I didn’t know she was your
type. You’re full of surprises, Yuji.”

Now his blood pressure was rising.

“Look...” Yuji searched for a smart answer, but none
came.

At dusk, the Crimson Denizens would attack.

Perhaps he should leave school early, he thought. Then
at least his school wouldn’t turn into a battlefield.

His brief pause gave his friends the wrong impression.

“You do have a bad conscience after all, huh?” Hayato
persisted good-naturedly, his glasses sparkling in the sun.

“I've got a favor to ask you,” said Keisaku. “If Yukari
has any cute, single friends, put in a good word for me,
okay?”

This was Yuji and his friends joking around together.
Meaningless, innocent exchanges. The usual scene. Everyday
life—those things he didn’t want to lose and didn’t want to
change.

The monsters attacked just yesterday. Would they really come
back today?

Yuji clung to a feeling of optimism.

That’s right. I could be worrying needlessly. It doesn’t mean
they’ll come today.

Even though he knew the monsters would return, he
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stubbornly clung to his hope that they would never appear
again.

“Hey, you with the innocent face! We didn’t know you
were such a player. What kind of moves did you put on that
poor girl to trick her into being your friend? Tell us!”

Yuji punched Eita in the arm to get him to stop.

And then, the enemy came, after all.

The sun setting beyond the fragments of cloud turned
everything a desolate red.

The students about to leave the classroom were tinted
red as well.

That red, coming at them like a flood.

“Agh...!”

Yuji was caught completely off guard. He thought class
would end without any disturbance. But he was wrong.

A wall of flame enclosed the area, including part of the
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