



[image: Cover]












[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Insert


Table of Contents


Yen Newsletter


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




















[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]























PROLOGUE



Days Like Usual
The_Beginning_of_the_End.


They say you can tell someone’s personality by looking at their bookshelf.


“…There’s nothing but comics here…”


It was the eighth of August, and Touma Kamijou saw nothing but manga in his bookcase, much less anywhere else in the room. For appearances’ sake, he decided to go out to the Academy City station to buy a study guide.


…That’s what he’d wanted to do, anyway.


“Man, I didn’t think it would cost 3,600 yen…,” Kamijou grumbled to himself with all the enthusiasm of a straggler from a defeated army. On top of that, the clerk had informed him that just the day before, there’d been some kind of summer exam study fair. Study guides had apparently been half off.


What rotten luck.


What unbelievably rotten luck.


Unfortunately, this was par for the course for Touma Kamijou. After all, he was a man prized by those who kept him close at hand as a lightning rod for their misfortune, all of which he would inevitably absorb.


Still, he couldn’t just pack it in and leave after coming all that way.


Whatever the cost, he had to tear the manga-exclusive fantasies, his scarlet letter, off his bookshelf. It was abnormal. He didn’t know if the notion of deducing someone’s personality by what was on their bookshelves was based on science or superstition, but normal people wouldn’t have put so much weight on such a trivial platitude.


He, however, had serious cause to devote so much thought to the matter.


Touma Kamijou had amnesia.


It wasn’t as if he was completely clueless, though. Things like how to cross the road or how to use a cell phone weren’t subjects of confusion.


The only thing he’d lost had been his memories. His knowledge was still alive and well.


Even though he knew how to use a cell phone, he found himself wondering things like: Huh? Where’d I leave my cell? And when did I sign up for one in the first place? That was his predicament.


A person’s knowledge is like a dictionary.


For example, he understood that an apple came from a deciduous tree in the rose family that blooms in the spring and produces round fruit. But he didn’t know whether it was delicious or not unless he actually tasted one. This was because he had no photo diary–esque memory to tell him something like “on X day of X month, I ate a delicious apple.”


The source of his quandary was that between his episodic memory, in charge of those experiences, and his semantic memory, which stored information, apparently only his episodic memory had been destroyed. But putting that aside for now…


Regardless of the cause, Touma Kamijou wanted to know what sort of person he’d been before his amnesia.


He was desperate enough to cling to the silly idea that looking at his bookshelf would provide that insight.


However, he didn’t come across as frantic or as if he was at the end of his rope.


He hadn’t been dropped into the middle of the world all alone and wasn’t caught in some intrigue where he was being hunted. For now, he had clothes, food, a roof over his head, and an acquaintance upon whom he felt he could rely.


“Touma.”


As he headed back home along the summer roads, ready to die from exhaustion at his unforeseen expense (in general, he considered any impulse buy over one thousand yen to be suicide), he heard her whine.


He turned to look, and indeed, there stood a single girl giving him a sullen, pouting face.


She looked around thirteen or fourteen years old, and he could tell she was a foreigner at a glance: Her waist-length hair was silver, her skin was white as snow, and her eyes were the color of emeralds. Above all, though, the thing that smelled most foreign about her was her outfit. It was a habit, the attire worn by sisters and nuns of Crossism. However, this habit was pure white with gold-laced embroidery here and there. It managed to possess the characteristic look of an ostentatious teacup.


The girl’s name was Index.


That wasn’t her actual name, of course, but everyone in the world seemed to be calling her that.


They had met in the hospital.


Actually, Kamijou thought they had become acquainted there, but apparently they’d known each other before he lost his memory. However much he struggled to remember the girl, he couldn’t recall anything about her. He wasn’t about to reveal that, though.


The day he’d met her in that hospital room…


As he lay in his bed, she’d looked at him, happy enough to burst into tears.


Her expression now wasn’t directed at the Kamijou here, present in this moment, but rather at the Kamijou from before his memory loss.


He couldn’t bring himself to break her heart. In order to protect her heart’s warmth, he needed to continue playing out the role of Touma Kamijou as if he still possessed his memories.


It was a complicated feeling.


It gave him the impression that there were two Touma Kamijous.


So, without noticing what Kamijou was thinking (having her notice would cause problems), the girl with the false name, Index, looked up unhappily from a head shorter than him.


“Touma, what could we have done with that 3,600 yen?”


“…Don’t even go there.”


“What could we have done with it?” she pried.


Kamijou was about to repeat “Don’t even go there!” with more force before plugging his ears and shutting his eyes to escape from reality, when suddenly, he realized that she wasn’t looking at him.


“?” He followed her upturned eyes, which led him to notice the signboard of an ice-cream shop, spinning around and around.


…Well, after all, it is August eighth, we are walking around under the blazing afternoon sun, there are evil-looking mirages seeping up from the asphalt, and Index is wearing long sleeves, but…


“…I get it, but you can’t possibly eat 3,600 yen’s worth of ice cream. Normally, anyway.”


“Mgh.” Index returned her gaze to Kamijou, frustrated. “Touma, I haven’t uttered a single word of complaint that I’m hot or tired or weary, okay? Furthermore, I don’t remember thinking about using someone else’s money, and in conclusion, I wasn’t considering eating any ice cream, even a little bit.”


“…Okay, I get that you aren’t allowed to lie, since you’re a nun, so stop making abandoned puppy eyes at me while you’re all covered in sweat. You should really just say you want to go in a store with air-conditioning and eat some ice cream. If you keep wearing that totally out-of-season, ostentatious habit in this ridiculous heat, you’re gonna collapse.”


Touma Kamijou made this assertion as if he had enough cash to spare, but that didn’t change the amount of money in his wallet. Well, just getting some ice cream wouldn’t cost too much, but it would decimate the train fare they needed to get back home. Academy City was so big that it occupied a third of Tokyo. The journey would be too far for Kamijou, who was still convalescing, and Index, who was a girl. Some people would probably feel that the “girl” part was discriminatory, but if she did trek straight across a third of Tokyo under the boiling-hot afternoon sun in the middle of summer without batting an eyelash—well, that wouldn’t have been quite in line with Kamijou’s image of “feminine appeal.”


In the meantime, Index’s frown was deepening with her discomfort.


“Touma, these clothes are the visualization of the Lord’s protection. I would never, ever consider them too hot and stuffy or complain that they make no distinction between a summer outfit or a winter outfit, okay?!”


“…Uhh.” Wow, honesty and kindness are two totally different things, huh? reflected Kamijou in a bit of an adult-level epiphany. And one more thing. Why are a bunch of safety pins stuck in that ridiculous habit?


“Moreover, despite these clothes, I’m still in training. Alcohol and tobacco go without saying, but all other indulgences, like coffee, tea, and fruit-flavored dessert icicle pops are forbidden, too.”


“Huh. I see. I figured feasting on ice cream right about now would feel really good and be a totally in-season way to deal with this sweltering heat…”


People can’t say anything when they’re told something is for religious reasons.


He looked back at the ice-cream store’s signboard one last time.


“Then let’s not. I won’t force you to eat—”


—anything. He’d been about to finish when his shoulders were grabbed at supersonic speed. Unable to endure the viselike grip of her fingers, Kamijou turned around to face Index.


“I-it’s true that, based on the fact that I’m still in training, ingesting any kind of indulgence is restricted…”


“Then you can’t, right?”


“But I am still in training after all, so there are still easy times and hard times to act like a perfect saint, you know! Therefore, there is a possibility in this case, albeit a small one, that ice cream could be placed in my mouth by mistake, Touma!”


“…”


He was about to make a witty retort, but her fingers dug into his shoulders even harder. Apparently, she didn’t want him to say anything. What she didn’t seem to grasp was that sometimes maintaining silence is more exhausting for everybody than allowing a comeback. It spoke to her inexperience.


Just then…


“Heya, looks like you’re havin’ a pretty nice conversation there, dude, and by the way, who’s the kid, Kami?”


He detected a weird voice, speaking in a fake Kansai accent.


When he turned, he saw something even more suspect: a man standing 180 centimeters tall, sporting blue hair and an earring. Well, he was an unusual person, but even for a weirdo, he was far too strange.


Was I really friends with this guy before my amnesia, though? Kamijou wondered. His people-related memories were entirely eradicated, so he had no clue. But anyway, your taste in friends sucks, Touma Kamijou! He cursed at himself as if he were a different person.


“Eh? What’s the matter, Kami? You’re spacin’ out, dude. Why ya actin’ all distant toward me? The summer so hot it wiped your memories or somethin’?”


“Wha—?!”


Kamijou froze in fear, but Blue Hair waved a hand around. “Yeah, yeah, just kiddin’. Amnesia’s that thing mysterious crazy girls get, right?”


Blue Hair looped his arm around Kamijou’s shoulders (making him hotter in the process). “So, Kami, seriously, whozzat? How do you know such a tiny little thing? She your cousin?…Nah, can’t be, since there’s no way Kami genes are mixed in with that silver hair.”


Well, I guess one of his negative qualities is that his voice is so loud that everyone can hear him when he whispers, thought Kamijou.


The “tiny little thing” bit gave him a slight start. Uneasily, he pondered if the girl next to him would overreact and throw a fit at that phrase…but she didn’t look as if she would.


“…Okay, anyway, real talk here. You givin’ a lost, scared kid directions? Must be pretty tiring for you, what with your English grades sucking so much you’re not allowed to leave the country…Wait, does she even come from somewhere they speak English?”


Kamijou didn’t really know, but maybe Index was used to being called small. She was listening relatively calmly. Actually, she glared up at the sun flinging killer heat down on them. She looked too hot to want to feel like talking.


“…Well, Kami, I dunno where the heck you found that girl, but it’s too soon to relax! I mean, we’ve been the proven and trusted unpopular loser squad for sixteen years now. Don’t tell me you don’t know how big a contradiction it would be to trigger a ‘meeting with a normal girl’ event, aight? Look, it’s in romantic comedies and stuff. ‘The person you liked was actually a married woman with a baby face! Aha-ha-ha, your dreams have been crushed!’ Y’know, that kind of ending. Same thing, dude!”


Well, thank goodness it didn’t turn out like some overused rom-com plot, Kamijou reflected, sighing with relief.


“Is it gonna be one of those endings where she’s actually a boy dressed up like a girl? I mean, look at her. She’s totally flat.”


Criiick. That moment, Kamijou could swear he heard the blood vessels in the girl’s head throbbing madly.


Aagh?! He desperately bit down on the shriek that was halfway up his throat. She apparently tolerated people referring to her as “little” or “young,” but it didn’t look like she had any patience for someone mistaking her for a boy. She maintained her smile and ground her back teeth together loudly enough for him to hear it.


What rotten luck! Kamijou wanted to hold his head in his hands.


“What? But Kami, there’s no way we—members of the proven and trusted unpopular loser squad—would ever meet a real-life, three-dimensional girl! So there’s gotta be a crazy ending in store for ya! Ahh, I can see it, I can see your future! It’s the eighteen-plus scene you’ve been waiting so long for. You remove her last piece of clothing, your hands quivering. Suddenly, you realize the truth, and you fall right out of the bed in complete surprise! I can see it!”


“…You’re joking, right? You actually understand, and that’s why you’re joking, right?”


“Huh? So it really is a girl? What a bore,” Blue Hair answered, though he still had a playful grin on his face. “Then your meeting wasn’t normal, huh? Look, Kami, even though you’re part of the proven and trusted unpopular loser squad, you can’t go around kidnapping little girls, y’know? It don’t take much for your barbaric bravery to race all over the Internet!”


“Wha…Shut up! That would be insane!” Kamijou didn’t actually remember how he met her. “She’s just a freeloader, sir! Everything has been mutually agreed upon, Sergeant!”


“A freeloader? A freeloader?! Did you call a girl just a freeloader, Kami?! What are you, an elementary schooler who’s eaten so much candy he no longer appreciates the value of rice?!”


“Shut up already! She isn’t anything else, so of course, I called her just a freeloader! No one is just sporadically firing random rom-com events here! Do you have any idea what the Kamijou residence’s wallet looks like because of her?! It would have been better off if a zashiki-warashi or something had rolled into my house inste—” And then, after shouting 80 percent of that at the top of his lungs, he suddenly realized something.


Index, walking next to him, could obviously hear the whole conversation.


“……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………Uh.”


He looked at her. With much trepidation, he glanced to his side.


She was smiling. She was beaming so warmly her smile could have been that of the Virgin Mary herself. All the while, blue veins popped out of her face, reminiscent of a cantaloupe.


This wasn’t good. He wondered if the old Touma Kamijou possessed the talent to coax Index into a good mood even when she was like this. If he had, then he seriously thought he had lost an important memory.


“Touma,” said Index, wearing the most beguiling smile he’d ever seen.


It’s over, he thought. He responded anyway. “What is it, O Great Sister?”


“I am a nun of the English Puritan Church. If you have anything for which to repent, don’t hesitate to tell me now, okay?”


The holy girl crossed herself and folded her hands.


Her smile was perfect, which let him know it was feigned.


He wanted to hold his head in his hands.


She’s a bomb. No, she’s a dud; she hasn’t exploded yet. If I mess with it any more, my story will end right here, right now! he instinctively deduced.


What do I do, what do I do?! Ah, that’s right! Ice cream! I should get out of this with ice cream!


His mind at the very pinnacle of panic, Kamijou pointed stiffly at the automatic door at the entrance to the ice-cream shop, as if he had forgotten how to speak. “Hm?” Index followed his finger, puzzled, and then stopped abruptly. “Hmm…,” he heard her mumble.


I dodged it…, Kamijou thought with relief. Then, in his relief, he saw it.


There was some sort of piece of paper hanging on the door to the ice-cream store.


This was what it conveyed:


“To all customers.


“We will be temporarily closed for renovations. We greatly apologize for the inconvenience.”


Scrape. With a premonition of an ultimate “bad end,” Kamijou slowly turned to the girl beside him.


Her smile immediately disintegrated.


He didn’t even have time to cry out, “What rotten luck!” before he was set upon by Index the raging beast girl.


They ended up compromising on milk shakes at a cheap-looking fast-food restaurant.


Of course, Index wasn’t satisfied with just that. Thus, Kamijou thought to throw in some relaxation time in a place with an air conditioner as a bonus to sate her, but…


…it was afternoon, and the restaurant had no empty seats.


“……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………”


She was completely silent. In her hands was a tray, upon which were three milk shakes—one vanilla, one chocolate, and one strawberry. He wanted to make a jab at her—did you really want ice cream that much?—but had a premonition that doing so would mean certain death for him, so he couldn’t mess with her carelessly.


What rotten luck, he thought earnestly.


With three milk shakes all to herself, her mood was steadily improving to some extent, but it was an afternoon during summer break, so every seat was taken. However, anyone going back outside right now was out of the question. He didn’t think a soul would be inclined to leave his or her long-desired oasis of air-conditioning to wander back into the desert roads under the blazing sun.


He started overhearing the lazy gossip of a few high school girls, who were completely ignorant of his despair.


“Yo, yo. By the way, are those rumors about Anzai using mind reading during finals true, yo?”


“I did hear that a faculty meeting got called about it, and that the odds are ten to one it’s true. But apparently they all unanimously agreed that since powers are part of what’s taught in class, it didn’t constitute cheating.”


“Urk. How dirty, LOL! If I knew that, I’d’ve used my power during the test, yo?”


“…Don’t you specialize in combustion?”


“Yeah, I’d light some fire behind the teacher and get him to tell me all the answers, yo!”


…This may not have sounded the faintest bit like normal gossip, but that’s how life in Academy City was. This was a single, large Ability Development organization, where all 2.3 million residents of the city were awakening some kind of supernatural ability within them.


Kamijou was one of those same espers. He possessed a right hand that could nullify any abnormal powers, even divine miracles, the Imagine Breaker.


“…Touma, I would like to sit down and take a rest by any means necessary,” stated Index. Her voice was absolutely devoid of emotion for some reason.


He was scared—scared of the nun’s eyes, which told him that she would bite him if he didn’t listen.


“Right away!!” he exclaimed, dashing over to an employee who was sweeping the floor.


“I see. I guess you’re going to have to share a booth with someone else, then, huh?”


With a businesslike, almost cruel smile, the employee pointed toward a corner near a window.


Share a booth? Kamijou’s gaze followed along to the spot indicated by the employee’s finger.


“Urk?!”


Despite the restaurant being as full as a train station at rush hour, there was a single four-person table with free seats, like a black hole gaping wide in the crowd of people.


And there…


…at the table…


…was a shrine maiden.


A shrine maiden was sleeping with her face down on the table.


Her long black hair was spread out like the tentacles of a beached jellyfish and completely hid her face.


What…


What the hell is that?! Kamijou screamed to himself.


It was strange. It was too strange. His bad luck sense was tingling: Don’t get involved with that. If you get involved, it will bring you misfortune for sure. Losing your memories has got nothing on this.


Touma Kamijou was an unfortunate person, but he wasn’t playful enough to jump into misfortune of his own accord.


He closed his eyes once and made up his mind.


…Okay, let’s go home. I’ll take Index biting me over getting mixed up with that any day, he concluded. But when he turned back, he noticed that the other two weren’t anywhere to be found.


“…?”


He looked around the place.


“…Geh!”


A different employee had suggested that Index share a table, and she was indeed already sitting directly across from the unfamiliar shrine maiden. Does she have no sense of danger? Or is she just that philanthropic? I don’t even care, but seriously, Blue Hair, I’d like to ask, is the combination of a nun and a shrine maiden really amazing enough to make your eyes sparkle like that?


I want to run away.


But he couldn’t. If he turned his back on Index here, she’d kill him and eat him like a lion, and it was too dangerous to leave the starry-eyed Blue Hair with the two girls.


But above all…


Index, sipping from her strawberry shake, was beckoning him over with a fantastically happy expression. Somehow that face seems like the one thing I absolutely can’t ruin, thought Kamijou.


That said, there was still an unknown priestess asleep on the table.


When Kamijou fearfully approached, the shrine maiden’s shoulders twitched.


“Ai—”


Her mouth moved. The shrine maiden’s mouth moved. Kamijou got a bad feeling about this. He got an extremely bad feeling about this. I wonder why? As an amnesiac, he shouldn’t have had any memories of anything from before his accident, but for some reason, he couldn’t help but get the sense that this wasn’t the first time this sort of thing had happened.


He gulped audibly and waited for the priestess to speak.


And she did.


“—I binged.”















CHAPTER 1



The Fortress of Glass
The_Tower_of_BABEL.


1


In this room, there were no windows.


There were no doors, no stairs, and no elevators or hallways. This “building”—which served none of the functions of one—was an impenetrable citadel, accessible only by a Level Four teleportation ability.


This Curriculate Fortress was easily tougher than a nuclear shelter. Inside it stood a single sorcerer.


His name was Stiyl Magnus.


Stiyl was both the flame-specialist paragon of runic magic and a priest of English Puritanism. At the young age of fourteen, he was an exception among exceptions: an expert at sorcerer-killing magic.


Normally, he was not someone who should have been here.


Not here in this building, but here in this city. He was a member of the occult Necessarius, the Church of Necessary Evils and the 0th parish of English Puritanism, a denomination of Crossism. Right now, he was within the borders of the completely anti-occult Academy City, a factory for the mass production of espers via drugs, biostimulation, and sleep learning. He stuck out like a tarot card in a fifty-two-card poker deck.


There was a reason he was in this place he shouldn’t be.


He was currently present as a delegate of English Puritanism, and his goal was to conduct a dialogue with the humans of Academy City, who differed in principles and position. However, considering he was representing an organization, his personality was possessed of a striking flaw.


He was not a man who felt any hesitation in killing others.


He wouldn’t even twitch an eyebrow at setting a living being awash with flames.


“…”


Despite that, though, he would never grow accustomed to the sight before his eyes, no matter how many times he witnessed it.


In this room, too wide and vast to call indoors, there were no sources of illumination. Nevertheless, the room was overcome with starlike lights. Completely covering all four walls were innumerable monitors, buttons, and other such things, each blinking on and off. From the thousands of different machines of various sizes came tens of thousands of cords, cables, and tubes, all sprawled across the floor like arteries, gathering in the area at the center of the room.


In the middle of everything was a giant beaker.


Four meters in diameter, and more than ten in height, the cylindrical container was made of tempered glass and filled with red fluid. Although it had previously been explained to Stiyl that the liquid’s hue was that of a weakly alkaline culture solution, scientific concepts were well removed from his own field as a sorcerer.


A person in green surgical garments floated inside the beaker.


The word person was the only way to describe the figure. They looked both male and female, both old and young, and both holy and sinful.


Was this person a superposition of every human possibility or had they abandoned them all?


Whichever the case, there was no word to use except person.


“Every man and woman who comes here has the same reaction when they observe my state of being—” began the person submerged in the beaker. In a voice that could be heard to both male and female, adults and children, and to saints and to sinners.
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“—but there really isn’t a need for humans to go out of their way to do what machines can.”


That summed up this person.


One can compensate for all biological activities using machines. Therefore, there was no meaning in doing those things yourself. The outer limit of humanity, with an estimated life span of 1,700 years, was staring Stiyl in the face.


Stiyl was terrified.


He wasn’t scared of Academy City’s scientific prowess and how it could replace all human biological processes with machines. No, what made him tremble was this human’s very perspective—the willingness, the lack of hesitation to abandon their flesh and give their life over to machinery just because they could.


A human…


…The thought of a human warped to this extent was what frightened him so intensely.


“I believe you know the reason I called you here—” asserted the Academy City general board chairman, the person named Aleister, while floating upside down, “—but things have gotten troublesome.”


Stiyl frowned at that. He couldn’t have imagined the person before him would complain about something “troublesome.”


“Would you be referring to Deep Blood?”


He normally stayed away from speaking in a formal tone of voice, but things were different here.


He wasn’t doing so because of his position as representative of the Church. It was because he knew that if Aleister felt even a moment’s hostility toward him, he would tear him to pieces before he could blink. It didn’t matter if Stiyl himself had any hostility. A simple misunderstanding or misinterpretation on Aleister’s part could cost Stiyl his life.


Because this was the enemy’s base…


…and this was a place with control over 2.3 million espers.


“Hm.” Aleister watched over the shivering Stiyl. “If it were just an esper, there wouldn’t be a problem. It was one of the espers originally in my possession. If it were an incident caused in this city, by this city’s residents, there would be 70,632 different methods we could use to resolve it or cover it up, but—”


“…” Stiyl didn’t have any particular thoughts on the matter. He didn’t care what sort of fail-safes Academy City had set up, nor would he understand this world of science if it was explained to him anyway.


“—the problem is that one of your sorcerers has involved himself in an incident that he should have stayed out of.”


Therefore, Stiyl focused his thoughts on this one point.


The Bloodsucker Killer, “Deep Blood.” He knew the name not from Academy City’s data banks, but from the archives of the British Library. As the name implied, it was said to be the power to kill a certain creature whose very existence was uncertain. Both the details of the ability and its authenticity were unknown. At any rate, he had only heard that there lived a young woman named Deep Blood.


The girl in possession of this Deep Blood was currently imprisoned by a sorcerer.


That one piece of information encapsulated the incident.


“Hm. Them being someone from outside this city makes things a tad complicated,” Aleister explained, still flipped over. “It isn’t like it would be difficult for a city with the strength of more than 2.3 million espers to crush one or two sorcerers. The problem lies elsewhere: It has to do with us killing one of you.”


Both Academy City and Necessarius commanded their own worlds.


Things were the way they were right now because each of them held complete control over its own art: the scientific and the occult, respectively. If Academy City, with its supervision of espers, was to threaten a sorcerer, those on the side of the sorcerers would not take kindly to it.


The situation was very much akin to a top-of-the-line aircraft going down behind enemy lines. It could possibly let the enemy army gain information about your technology.


“I suppose that means it would be difficult for you to request reinforcements, then,” said Stiyl in an uninterested tone.


A combined force of espers and sorcerers could spark conflict for the same reason. There might be struggles over who would lead the team, because it would be easy for one side to steal the other’s technology under the pretense of ascertaining their combat abilities.


That raised another question. Stiyl had come to Academy City about two weeks ago and had fought an esper. When he considered it calmly, why had that battle been an exception and overlooked? There might have been some kind of deal made between Academy City and the Church that he wasn’t privy to. Or that the city treated that young man as having little importance, since he was a Level Zero, an “Impotent.”


But this current case was different.


The espers and sorcerers involved in this turmoil were all important people, and all of them had great power.


“I see—that’s why you’ve summoned an exception: me,” Stiyl replied, maintaining his expression. He said this just to affirm the facts.


In other words, Stiyl Magnus himself was a special case here. There would be a problem if a sorcerer was killed by an esper. However, there wouldn’t be any problem if Stiyl took down a sorcerer, since he was a sorcerer himself. And when he gave a thought to his superiors, he knew they would probably want to deal with their own embarrassment by themselves. They wouldn’t consent to anything unless someone from the Church dealt with the sorcerer.


“Now then, here is what we must consider. A miniature of the battlefield.”


By some kind of contraption, a direct image suddenly swam up in front of him in the darkness.


It was a wireframe-like drawing done in CG. It displayed a sketched map of a completely normal building, which would be the field of battle this time.


The words “Misawa Cram School” were written in a trim font on the edge of the sketch.


“We’ve analyzed its interior using satellite imagery, as well as its construction blueprints.” There was no emphasis in Aleister’s voice. “Whether there are any sort of magical traps inside is unknown. It’s outside my field, after all.”


“…”


“This Misawa Cram School has a somewhat unique background.”


Aleister’s explanation went like this.


Academy City had always been a large teaching establishment that gathered hundreds of schools of all sizes into one place. Among its Curricula, it included the preeminent “Supernatural Ability Development” program.


The Misawa Cram School was a prep school with locations all over the country. The original reason a branch of it had been placed in Academy City was more than likely so it could be used as a giant corporate spy to steal the city’s teaching techniques.


Unfortunately, the Misawa School dabbled only halfheartedly in Ability Development and came under bad influence. In what could be referred to as scientific worship, they have been enslaved by the cultlike idea that they were “chosen ones” for being the only people who knew about Ability Development.


Eventually, the city’s branch school even started to ignore the orders of the Misawa School Group and ran amok. As a result, it had ended up taking the girl named Deep Blood prisoner in accordance with its “teachings.”


“But why might Misawa Cram School have placed Deep Blood in confinement? Does their doctrine contain the objective of sacrificing themselves to the descendants of Cain in order to achieve immortality, like some sixteenth-century cult?”


“No. The school has no particular attachment to Deep Blood. I suspect they would have done the same to any esper whose power was unique and couldn’t be reproduced.”


“?”


“The student ranking in Academy City is separated into two factors: a student’s academic ability and their abnormal powers. Because of this, they must have considered it meaningful to acquire Deep Blood and conduct research on her. If they were to announce that they can mass-produce an amazingly rare ability, it could effectively bait in Level Two “Adepts” and Level Three “Experts,” since they usually have a complex regarding their own more widespread abilities.…But for heaven’s sake, it’s impossible to change an already-awakened ability into a different one, even with a brain transplant.”


But Stiyl found this odd. Say it was a rule in this city that less common abilities granted higher societal status, but he couldn’t believe that anyone in such a science-ridden place would believe in something like the occult creature in question.


As he pondered it, Aleister answered him casually. “In any case, if you acknowledge the value in the power’s rarity, the story makes sense. There are plenty of other espers with unidentified abilities, not the least of which is Imagine Breaker, as well as espers who have never had the opportunity to show the true extent of their power in combat because of their enormous power.”


In any case, things would be easy if it was just that Deep Blood was being held captive. As an internal affair of Academy City, they could have used any one of the 70,632 methods Aleister had mentioned of dealing with the case.


That wasn’t the problem.


Just before they had handled it, an outside sorcerer came to Misawa School seeking Deep Blood. On top of that, he didn’t destroy the school—he hijacked it, which is what made this all so intricate.


“…”


Stiyl silently gazed at the map of the school building.


He couldn’t tell how much it had been magically “remodeled.” He felt nervousness run down his spine a bit. It was the sort he got when he was blindly diving into a situation he couldn’t predict. While the sensation was familiar to him, it didn’t feel good. It only meant that a battle of life or death, of zero or one, was inevitable.


However, the city had a combat potential of 2.3 million espers. The thought that he’d be alone for such a fight was a little enjoyable.


“No, not really,” assured Aleister, appearing to read his mind. Perhaps there was some kind of equipment in the room that could detect a person’s thought patterns. “Lest you forget, I am in possession of one of your worst enemies.”


Stiyl stiffened and gulped.


Imagine Breaker. That was the name of the boy he had engaged in deadly combat with two weeks ago. It was the name of a unique boy, one which implied something beyond the realm of common sense and possibly beyond even the realm of the strange. It could cancel out any unnatural power, from sorcery to supernatural abilities to divine miracles; all he needed to do was touch it with his right hand.


“Will it not be an issue to utilize a supernatural ability to defeat a sorcerer?”


“That isn’t an obstacle, either,” Aleister responded, as if they had prepared what to say in advance. “First of all, he is a Level Zero with no valuable information. We don’t need to fear our information leaking to you if he was to act in conjunction with a sorcerer.”


“…”


“Secondly, he doesn’t have the intelligence to understand your techniques. Therefore, none of your information would leak to us if he acted in conjunction with a sorcerer, either.”


This fox… For the first time, Stiyl felt a grudge toward Aleister.


He couldn’t discern this person’s intentions. He understood from experience, down to the very marrow of his bones, that Imagine Breaker was far from useless.


Of course, that power wasn’t something Stiyl could understand the mechanics of at a glance. In addition, it was probably impossible to steal that technology and return to the Church with it. But he thought that Academy City was in the same boat as him. Well, he wanted to believe they were, because if something like that could be mass-produced, the Church would find itself in quite the predicament. He could, after all, smash thousand-year-old sacred treasures to pieces just by poking them with his right hand.


The Imagine Breaker was so rare and so valuable, and yet Aleister handled it so carelessly.


Like Aleister was giving him various trials, molding a man walking the path of a saint.


Like Aleister was pounding heated steel with a heavy hammer, forging a true blade.


“…”


And, above all, shouldn’t the 103,000 books at the young man’s side be taboo?


Aleister’s true intent and spoken intent were at odds with each other. Stiyl harbored doubts about it deep in his heart but didn’t let it show on his face.


He took caution to disallow it. He didn’t want even the slightest bit of trouble coming to that girl.


“…Deep Blood.”


Stiyl muttered, exhaling. His face was that of a scholar with a question he couldn’t find an answer to. “Deep Blood. Does something like that really exist? If it did, then that would—”


Stiyl stopped, unable to complete his sentence.


Deep Blood, the Bloodsucker Killer…The fact that she was called this meant that those certain creatures to be killed must exist. The ability wouldn’t make sense otherwise. In other words, acknowledging the existence of Deep Blood proved in and of itself the reality of that certain creature.


“Hm. The occult is more your domain than ours, I think. I suppose that means even your sensibilities cannot accept it, then.”


Of course not, Stiyl thought, digesting it in his mind.


The mana used by sorcerers worked like gasoline. The user’s life span and life force were the crude oils from which it was created, while the user’s breathing, blood flow, and meditation were what refined it into an easily usable source of fuel, “gasoline.”


That was why sorcerers were not omnipotent in the slightest. However far one made it in his pursuit of sorcery, he only has so much gasoline to work with.


However, this creature didn’t have that limitation.


Because this creature had the ludicrous characteristic of immortality, it would boast an infinite amount of mana—even in spite of the fact that the very resources of the planet seem limitless but still have a bottom.


The descendants of Cain—vampires.


They weren’t the simple things from children’s stories that could be dealt with by a cross or the sunlight. Just one of them could present a threat to the entire world rivaling that of nuclear bombs.


“Well.”


The person upside down in the giant beaker looked at Stiyl disinterestedly.


“Do you know why what we call supernatural abilities exist in the first place?”


“…Why?”


There was no reason Stiyl would have known, nor did he think Aleister would tell him the truth. Granting confidential information to an enemy would mean he’d have to abandon all hope of leaving this place alive.


However…“They’re nothing more than blurs in one’s cognition,” answered Aleister, not seeming to care. “Have you heard the story of Schrödinger’s cat? Well, it is the most famous tale of animal cruelty in the world.”


“…?”


“I shall spare you the details, but in essence, it implies that the nature of our reality is to distort itself to align with the thoughts of the one observing it. Though with the laws of physics of micro- and macroscopic scales being at odds with each other, it’s not a general rule.”


This world consists of two different sets of laws of physics—one for microscopic sizes and the other for macroscopic ones. Just where did the “tiny” world end and the “huge” world start? Aleister told him that this problem was one of the things he researched.


“…I am having difficulty understanding what you mean.”


“You need not attempt to. If you did, I would be forced to kill you here,” Aleister answered him, still without a care. “…Though even I do not understand it. The existence of Deep Blood is more than likely a mere trifle, just like the cat inside the box.”


Aleister explained that an esper was like a piece of litmus paper that had changed color.


Rather than being overjoyed at a piece of red litmus paper changing color to blue, they would ask: Why does the color change at all, what makes it happen, and furthermore, can it be manipulated? Even with the power of 2.3 million espers at their disposal, and despite that potentially being enough to take on the entire world, this person was actually claiming that it was all just a means to an end.


Stiyl felt himself shiver.


The person in front of him was a human who would assert that there is no reason for a human to do what a machine can.


But just what exactly was machine…


…and what was human to this man?


“However…,” the human said, visible to all males and females, adults and children, and saints and sinners, making a face that looked like a smile.


“Well, then. If Deep Blood proves the existence of vampires, then I wonder, just what does Imagine Breaker prove?”
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What’s up with this? wondered Kamijou in bafflement.


He was currently in the completely full nonsmoking area on the second floor of a fast-food restaurant. He was sitting at a four-person table in the corner by the window with Index and Blue Hair.


Right, I’ve got that much.


“—I ate too much.”


And, for some reason, there was a shrine maiden slumped over the table at this vulgar place, and moreover, she had flung these mysterious words at him…?!


The priestess was around his age. With the standard red-and-white outfit combined with black hair reaching down to her waist, she looked like the mold from which other shrine maidens were created.


“…”


“…”


The air felt odd, like the inside of an elevator. As Kamijou was working out what to do next, he suddenly realized that Index and Blue Hair were staring at him in unison.


“…Wh-what?”


“…C’mon, Kami. She’s talkin’ to you, so go ahead and answer her!”


“…That’s right, yeah. Touma, it’s wrong to judge a book by its cover. ‘The hand of God’s salvation extends to all humankind,’ right? Amen.”


“…What, no! That’s stupid! This is where we play rock-paper-scissors for it! Wait, Index, you already assumed I’d lose, didn’t you? Quit making that docile face and crossing yourself!”


With all this, they decided that whoever lost the game of rock-paper-scissors would be sacrificed.


Rock, rock, then scissors—Kamijou was the only loser.


In conclusion, Touma Kamijou did indeed have rotten luck.


He held his scissors out there by themselves, still in disbelief. For now he attempted an “Umm, excuse me?” to the shrine maiden facedown on the table. Her shoulders gave a start. He made up his mind that he’d bring up a safe topic first.


“Uh, err…what do you mean, you ‘binged’?”


After all, this was a shrine maiden talking. She probably wanted someone to hear her out, right?


“I had a lot of discount coupons. One hamburger for fifty-eight yen.”


“Uh-huh.” With no memories to speak of, Kamijou was oblivious to what a hamburger tasted like. He did have knowledge, though, and it explained that it was an emergency food meant for those low on cash and that it was just a flat piece of meat and some wilted lettuce in a bun.


“So I figured I’d ask for thirty to start with.”


“That’s too much of a saving, stupid.”


He shot back on reflex. Right then, the shrine maiden ceased any and all movement. Her silence tipped him off to a somber aura emanating from her body, like she had been very hurt by it.


Well, that was embarrassing. I think she actually took it seriously. Wow, this is really embarrassing.


“Ah, no, I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant to say was, ‘That’s stupid, but why would you do something like that?’ but I was trying to move the conversation along smoothly, so it ended up sounding rude, and, well, you know, sounding rude is a sign of affection, and definitely not one of malice, and also, public service announcement to the nun and the blue-haired guy, I’d like to see you outside for a moment later, quit looking at me like that!!” Kamijou ended with a wail, unable to stand the silence any longer.


“I ate my emotions.”


She made this declaration abruptly, deathly still.


“Huh?”


“The return train fare. It’s four hundred yen.”


The heap of shrine maiden replied, sighing. Kamijou forced himself to absorb her words. Though he didn’t remember ever having been on a train, he did possess the knowledge that the train and bus fare in Academy City was expensive.


“So, why did you splurge on hamburgers when you needed four hundred yen for the train back?”


“Total possessions. Three hundred yen.”


“…May I ask why?”


“Bought too much. Didn’t plan ahead.”


“…”


“That’s why I stuffed myself.”


The word stupid made its presence known in his throat again, but he just barely managed to force it back down.


Instead, he chose his words carefully.


“Wait, why didn’t you just ride the train with that three hundred yen? Then you would only have to walk for about one hundred yen’s worth. And besides, can’t you borrow the fare from someone?”


“…Good plan.”


“Why’re you looking straight at me? Wait, don’t point those hopeful eyes at me!!”


Kamijou leaned backward, startled, as if trying to distance himself from the priestess. To make matters worse, he had spent a whole 3,600 yen on that (useless) reference book. On top of that, he had bought three milk shakes for Index to cheer her back up. It was honestly an inconvenience to spend any more, even if it was just one hundred yen.


But aside from that…


The shrine maiden was showing her face for the first time since they arrived. Contrary to his expectations, she was extremely good-looking.


She had the white skin of a Japanese person, in contrast to the foreigner’s skin color Index had. Her darkly colored eyes and hair made it stand out even more. Her eyes looked sleepy and devoid of energy, but in return, he couldn’t feel any aggressiveness from her. She seemed strangely openhearted, even, like it would be safe to get as near to her as he wanted.


Then…


“…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………”


…Index was glaring at him quietly, and…


“Th-this can’t be real. Kami’s talkin’ to a girl…He’s talkin’ normally to a girl he just met! It can’t be!”


…Blue Hair was raising his voice in terrible slander for some reason.


“Shut up, you blue-haired, pierced 2-D lover! Public service announcement, please come to the gymnasium later! Also, shrine maiden, supply yourself with the one hundred yen you need and then go home immediately! That’s all, briefing over!”


“What is this? Kami, I’m not done talking, man! You’ve been part of the proven and trusted unpopular loser squad for sixteen freakin’ years, but in just two weeks you’ve gotten to know people with strong characteristics like a nun and a shrine maiden! What’s goin’ on?! Huh? Is this some kinda dating sim, Teach?!”


Blue Hair was deranged and half-crying over something or other, and Kamijou really wanted to give him a good right straight to shut him up. Unfortunately, he was located diagonally across the table, so he was too far away. His rotten luck had even determined the seating arrangement.


“One hundred yen,” stated the shrine maiden. She had a difficult expression, like she was worrying about something, and then she raised her face.


“No?”


“No. I can’t lend you what I don’t have.”


“…” She deliberated on this for a moment. “…Tsk. Can’t even lend one hundred yen.”


“…You’re the one not even carrying one hundred yen, stupid,” responded Kamijou hotly.


“Kamiiii, how can you answer her so casually? You’re a member of the proven and trusted unpopular loser squad! When faced with a beauty like this, you should be totally nervous and not even able to give her an answer! As a member of the loser squad, it’s your destiny!!” Blue Hair sounded like he was struggling to crawl up out of the depths of hell.


“…Beauty.”


The priestess’s gaze wandered strangely, thinking about something. Then she went, “…For this beauty. Another one hundred yen.”


“Argh! Be quiet, you evil woman! A witch who uses her face to get money is not called a beauty! Besides, I already had to buy three milk shakes for no good reason, so I don’t have any money left!”


“Th-thank God, Kami! You still believe that all beautiful women have kind hearts, so can I take that to mean your two-dimensional nature is still alive?!”


“…Wait, Touma. If you didn’t buy these milk shakes, you’d just hand over one hundred yen and everything would be fine…Is that what you want to say? Hmmm.”


The voices flying at Kamijou from all directions were approaching the upper limit of what his brain could deal with at one time. Aw, jeez, where do I even start?! he wondered frantically, scratching his head. Index, chomping on the straw of her milk shake with enmity, shot the shrine maiden an inimical gaze.


“Hmph. From your red hakama, I can see you’re of the Urabe style. Do Urabe priestesses even use their looks to get by? You know, I think ‘shrine maiden’ used to be slang for ‘prostitute’ during the Heian period.”
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