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PROLOGUE



The Tale of the Boy Who Could Kill Illusions
The_Imagine-Breaker.


“…Argh! Jeez, crap! You’ve gotta be kidding me! Why do I have such rotten luck?!”


Though his scream sounded freakish even to himself, Touma Kamijou continued his incredible escape.


Dashing through a back alley in the middle of the night, he quickly threw a glance over his shoulder.


Eight.


Despite having run more than nearly two kilometers already, there were still eight of them. Touma Kamijou, being neither a cook from some foreign legion nor a cyber ninja who’d survived to modern times, had no chance of winning against so many of them—even three was just way too many to handle in a high schooler’s fight. It didn’t matter how strong you were. It was just impossible.


Kicking a grimy bucket, Kamijou kept running as if he were chasing off black cats.


July 19th.


Yeah, it’s all July 19th’s fault. It’s the day’s fault that I hit an unusual emotional high, shouting, “Hooray, tomorrow’s summer vacation!” It’s the day’s fault I went to a bookstore and bought a manga that obviously wasn’t going to be good, then went into a restaurant when I wasn’t even hungry, thinking, Why don’t I splurge! where I saw a girl who looked like she was in middle school getting harassed by a thug who was clearly drunk, and although something like that would never occur to me, I thoughtlessly decided to help out…Kamijou’s deviant train of thought was running away from him.


He hadn’t considered that all the punk’s friends would suddenly come out of the restroom.


I always thought going to the bathroom in groups was reserved for girls. Yeah.


“…I ended up having to dash out of there before I even got to see my Hell Lasagna topped with goya and escargot, and now I’m getting treated like I skipped out on the check. I didn’t even eat! Man, what did I do to deserve all this rotten luck?!”


Scratching his head frantically, he broke out of the alleyway and onto a main street.


Moonlight had descended on Academy City. Even though the city itself took up a third of the Tokyo metropolitan area, he saw nothing but couples on dates wherever he looked. It’s because it’s July 19th; it’s all this date’s fault! Kamijou, who was single, screamed internally. Everywhere around him, three-bladed wind turbines sparkled in the illumination of the moon and the city’s lights like an aristocratic bachelor’s teardrops.


Kamijou sliced through the night, tearing couples apart.


He glanced down at his right hand as he ran. The power inside it was useless in this situation. It wouldn’t help him take down a single thug, it wouldn’t raise his test scores, and it wouldn’t make him popular with girls.


“Ugh! Just such rotten luck!!”


If he did manage to shake his relentless delinquents brigade, they could always call up reinforcements on their cell phones or bust out motorcycles to chase him down or something. So he was trying to run them all ragged until they dropped. To do that, he needed to dangle himself in front of them like bait in hopes of making them tire themselves out. It was basically a boxer’s rope-a-dope strategy, letting an opponent punch himself out until his stamina was drained.


Most importantly, though, he wanted to help.


There was no need for this to turn physical. All he had to do was wear them down until they gave up. That would be victory.


Kamijou had some confidence in his ability to run long distances. His pursuers, on the other hand, had already ruined their bodies with alcohol and cigarettes, and the boots they were wearing weren’t made for sprinting. They’d find themselves unable to go much farther if they kept running full speed without trying to pace themselves.


He weaved through main streets and alleys alternately, making himself look like a dork fleeing for his life. He watched as the thugs dropped out one by one, falling to the ground on their hands and knees. It’s a perfect solution, and nobody needs to get hurt, he thought to himself. But what he said aloud was:


“D-damn it…Why do I have to waste my youth on something stupid like this?!”


He was frustrated. Seeing all those couples filled with happiness and sweet dreams around him, Kamijou felt like a loser at life. Summer vacation began the next day. It was pretty depressing not to have any sort of romantic comedy in his life.


Behind him, one of the delinquents jeered, “Stop!! Is running away all you can do, you little brat?!”


These weren’t exactly the sort of sweet nothings he’d had in mind, and it rankled Kamijou.


“Shut up! You should be thanking me for not beating the snot out of you, you stupid ape!” he shouted back, realizing he was wasting precious energy in doing so.


…Seriously, you should be thanking me for not getting hurt, damn it!


After that, he ran for another two sweat- and tear-filled kilometers. He exited the city proper and came to a large river spanned by a metal bridge that stretched approximately 150 meters long. There were no cars to be seen. The sturdy iron bridge wasn’t even lit up, just blanketed by an eerie darkness reminiscent of the sea at night.


As he shot across the bridge, he checked his tail.


He stopped. At some point, he’d thrown off all his pursuers.


“C-crap…Did I finally lose them?”


Desperately fighting the urge to plop himself down right then and there, Kamijou looked up at the night sky and inhaled.


Wow, I really did solve the problem without punching anyone. I think that deserves a pat on the back.


“Man, what the heck was that? Are you pretending to be a good guy by sticking up for those chumps? What are you, some kind of overzealous teacher?”


Kamijou froze.


He hadn’t spotted her sooner—there wasn’t a single light source on this bridge—but a lone girl was standing about five meters ahead of him in the direction from which he’d come. She wore a gray pleated skirt, a short-sleeved blouse, and a summer sweater. She had every bit the appearance of a completely normal middle schooler.


Staring into the night sky, Kamijou seriously considered just falling backward onto the ground.


It’s the girl who was getting hassled at the restaurant.


“…So is that it? Does this mean those guys stopped following me because…”


“Yeah. They were being a pain, so I fried ’em.”


He heard the sound of electricity and saw a pale blue flare.


No, the girl wasn’t holding a Taser. Every time her shoulder-length brown hair shifted, it buzzed with sparks, as if it were some kind of electrode.


An empty plastic shopping bag fluttered along on the wind, passing in front of her face. Immediately, the bluish-white sparks eradicated it. It was akin to some sort of automatic interference system.


“Whoa.” Kamijou grunted tiredly.


Today was July 19th. That was why he went into a bookstore and bought a comic book that was obviously crap, why he went into a restaurant when he wasn’t even hungry, and why he’d recklessly opted to jump in when he saw a middle school girl getting harassed by clearly wasted thugs.


However, Kamijou hadn’t been thinking, I should rescue that girl.


His only thought had been saving the boys who’d crossed her path.


He sighed. The girl was always like this. He’d been seeing her around for almost a month now, but neither knew the other’s name. In other words, they weren’t striking up a friendship.


She was the one always coming up to him all haughty, saying she’d reduce him to a heap of trash, and Kamijou’s job was to shrug it off. There were no exceptions; he stood undefeated.


She’d probably cheer up if he could make it look like she’d won, but he was a pretty bad actor. He tried faking it once before and had subsequently spent the rest of his night getting chased around by what could only be described as a monster.


“…Wait, what did I do again?”


“I will not allow a stronger human than me to exist. That’s enough of a reason.”


That was all she said.


Even characters in fighting games these days have better fleshed-out setups than her, Kamijou thought.


“I’ve had enough of you making me look like an idiot. I’m a Level Five esper, got it? Do you think I’d really use my full strength against an incompetent Level Zero? I know plenty of good ways to cook weaklings, you know.”


This city, unlike others, didn’t follow the traditional scenario where street thugs were the toughest. Those delinquents earlier had been complete nothings—they were Level Zero espers, Impotents, who’d dropped out of the Curricula designed to “develop” their superhuman abilities. The truly strong in this city were people like her: honor student–level espers.


“Um, about that. I already know you have a 320,857th of talent, but you should quit talking down to people if you want to live a long, healthy life, all right?”


“Shuddup. Those guys stoop to gross stuff like injecting drugs directly into their veins and physically shoving electrodes onto their brains, and they still can’t bend a spoon. If they’re not completely talentless, then what are they?”


“…”


Yes. This is the kind of place Academy City is.


Academy City’s other face was somewhere that Brain Development—using more palatable names like Mnemonics or Memorization Techniques—was quietly included in the student Curricula.


However, it wasn’t like every single one of the 2.3 million “students” in the city quit being human, like the hero of a comic book. If you looked at the city’s population as a whole, a little less than 60 percent were only at a level where they could bend a spoon if they strained their minds to the point where the blood vessels in their brains exploded. They were all just useless Level Zeroes.


“If you want to bend a spoon, you can just use pliers. And if you want fire, you can just go buy a lighter for a hundred yen. We don’t need telepathy; we have cell phones. Superpowers aren’t all that special.”


This was coming from Kamijou, who carried the stigma of having been labeled a “useless” esper by the Sensors during a citywide physical examination.


“They’re all wrong in the head. You’re just bragging about some by-products called supernatural powers. Wasn’t the entire goal to try and go beyond that?”


The girl, one of only seven people in Academy City considered to be a Level Five esper, turned her lips down in response.


“Huh?…Right, that. How did it go again? ‘Man cannot measure God; therefore, we must first obtain a body beyond that of man, or we can never arrive at God’s answers’?”


She snickered.


“It’s just ridiculous. What on earth is this ‘intellect of God,’ anyway? Hey, have you heard? They’re developing some military-grade little ‘sisters’ for me, based on my DNA, that they can use in the army. I guess the by-products were sweeter than the ultimate goal, huh?”


She stopped, her spiel ending abruptly.


The air changed silently.


“…Well. That’s what strong people would say, isn’t it?”


“Huh?”


“Strong people, strong people, strong people. They don’t understand how much of a struggle it is to try and accomplish anything because they happened to be born with natural talent. What you just said sounded exactly like a line from the hero in some comic book, oblivious and cruel.”


Whzz. zz. zz. He heard a freakish whirring emanating from the river beneath the bridge.


There were only seven espers of her caliber in Academy City. How much of their “humanity” had they had to sacrifice to get there…? A dark flame flickered at the end of the girl’s words, hinting to him of that fact.


Kamijou rejected that.


He denied it with singular resolve, by never turning back.


By never losing.


“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Just take a look at the annual physical examinations, will you? My level is zero, and yours is five, the highest! Go ask the people walking around over there, and they’ll be able to tell you right away which is better!”


Science was used for Academy City’s Ability Development. Things like pharmaceutics, neurology, and cerebral physiology. Even without any talent, if you made it through the standard Curriculum, you’d at least be able to bend a spoon with your mind.


However, Touma Kamijou still couldn’t do anything.


Academy City’s measurement devices had verified a complete lack of talent in him.


“Zero, huh?” the girl repeated, turning the words over in her mouth. Her hand dove into her skirt pocket for a moment, only to reemerge holding an arcade token.


“Hey, do you know what a Railgun is?”


“Hm?”


“It’s some sort of battleship weapon that fires metal shells using superpowered electromagnets. The principle’s the same as a maglev train.”


Clink. The girl flicked the token into the air with her thumb.


It whirled through the air before landing back on her thumb.


“…It’s apparently something like this…”


Precisely as she spoke…


An orange beam of light lanced right past Kamijou’s head soundlessly. It was actually more of a laser beam than a lance. He only realized it had come from the girl’s thumb because that’s where he saw the tip of the ray of light.


A moment later, a thunderclap sounded as if lightning had struck. The shock wave of air being torn apart inches from his ears threw off his sense of balance. Shakily, wobbly, he glanced behind him.


The moment the orange beam collided with the bridge’s pavement, the asphalt had been blown inward the same way water is when an airplane crash-lands on the ocean’s surface. Having spent its destructive energy in that straight thirty-meter line, it faded into an afterglow, searing its image into the air.


“Even a coin like this has massive power if it’s flying at three times the speed of sound. Although it does melt after about fifty meters because of air friction.”


Iron and concrete swayed violently as if the structure were an unreliable suspension bridge. The metal bolts holding it together clinked and clanked and shot out of their moorings all over its scaffolding.


“……!!”


Kamijou felt a chill, as if someone had thrown dry ice in his blood vessels.


He thought for a moment that the effect would boil all the moisture out of his body. “Y-you…Don’t tell me you used that to get rid of those guys!”


“Don’t be stupid! I don’t use this on just anyone. I don’t plan on turning into a homicidal maniac, you know,” she answered, her brown hair scattering sparks.


“For those powerless Level Zeroes…This was more than enough to get rid of them!”


Suddenly, a pale blue spark flew from the girl’s bangs like a horn…


…and a spear of lightning blasted straight at him.


There’s no way I can dodge that. It was a bolt of electricity fired from a Level Five esper’s hair. It was the same as trying to elude a light-speed lightning strike unleashed from a dark cloud—but only once you saw it coming.


Thoom!! The sound of the explosion hit him a moment later.


He’d immediately covered his face with his right hand. When the electric spear collided with it, the blast not only violently dispersed through Kamijou’s body, but it scattered in all directions, blanketing the bridge’s steel framework in sparks.


…At least, that’s how it looked.


“So, tell me. Why the heck don’t you have a scratch on you?”


Her words sounded nonchalant, but she was glaring at Kamijou, baring her teeth in frustration.


The high-voltage current that had splayed around him was strong enough to burn through the bridge’s steel frame. But even though it had struck his right hand directly, it hadn’t blown the appendage off the rest of his body…there wasn’t so much as a singe.


Kamijou’s right hand had dispelled the few hundred million volts of the girl’s electric attack.


“Jeez, what is that power supposed to even be? It’s not in Academy City’s data banks, that’s for sure. If I’m 1/320,857th of a natural, then you’re probably the city’s only 1/2,300,000th of a natural disaster,” muttered the girl resentfully. He couldn’t respond. “If you go around looking for fights with that anomaly, then I’m gonna have to crank up the voltage a bit.”


“…Yeah, says the one who always loses.”


Her reply came in the form of another “Lightning Spear,” approaching him at Mach speed.


But once again, the moment it struck his right hand, the current discharged in every direction as if it were nothing more impactful than a water balloon.


This was Kamijou’s Imagine Breaker, the death of illusions.


It was the laughingstock of daytime television—but in this city, supernatural abilities had been derived by mathematical formula. If anyone employed such “abnormal power,” even if they took the form of divine miracles, he could cancel the abilities without a trace.


As long as it was this abnormal power, even this girl’s supernatural ability, her Railgun, was no different.


However, Touma Kamijou’s Imagine Breaker could only be used against “abnormal powers” like these. Simply put, it could block an esper’s fireball, but it wouldn’t block the concrete shrapnel the assault pulverized in the process. In addition, the effect only extended from his right wrist to his fingertips. If the fireball hit him anywhere else, he’d be drowning in flames, so…


I thought…I thought I was…I thought I was really dead! Ahh!


He mustered up his calmest, most composed demeanor. Even if his right hand could completely nullify a Lightning Spear traveling at the speed of light, the fact that it had actually struck his right hand in the first place was nothing but a total coincidence.


His heart beat furiously in his chest. He had to summon every shred of his strength to compose a mature grin.


“Man, so unfortunate…such rotten luck, huh?”


With a single sentence of lament to the world, he brought an end to this day, July 19th.


“You really are unlucky.”















CHAPTER 1



The Magician Stands atop the Tower
FAIR,_Occasionally_GIRL.


1


If you’re an Aquarius, born between January 20th and February 18th, you will have extremely good fortune in love, money, and business! No matter how improbable the circumstances, only good things are headed your way! Go buy a lottery ticket! Just don’t get carried away with your newfound popularity with the opposite sex—no two- or three-timing, now. [image: image]


“Man…I knew this would happen…I knew it, but still…”


It was July 20th, the first day of summer vacation.


Touma Kamijou was at a loss for words. His dorm room in Academy City was sweltering because his air conditioner was broken. Lightning had apparently struck in the middle of the night and blown out 80 percent of his appliances. That included his refrigerator, the food in which was now all spoiled. When he went to open his emergency rations—a cup of yakisoba—he accidentally dumped all the noodles down the sink. Then, having no alternative but to go out to eat, he stepped on his credit card while searching for his wallet, crushing it. After that, he decided to sulk back into bed and cry himself to sleep, only to be awakened by his ringing phone. It was his homeroom teacher conveying a heartfelt message: “Good morning, Kamijou! You’re dumb, so you need to come and take your makeup classes. [image: image]”


The horoscopes on TV were being broadcast like a weather report. He’d known they’d sound like this, but they were so far off it wasn’t even funny.


“…I know this is how it is. I’ve always known, but I can’t process it unless I say it out loud…”


Fortune-telling was always wrong, and good luck charms were no better. This was Touma Kamijou’s life. Luck had long since turned its back on him. You’d think it would be genetic, but his father had won the fourth place in the lottery (about 100,000 yen) once, while his mother had scored free drinks from the vending machine jackpot multiple times. It was enough to make him wonder if they were even related by blood. But as he wasn’t harboring a crush on his little sister and wasn’t in line for royal succession, no good would’ve come of discovering that he wasn’t his parents’ son.


It just boiled down to the fact that he had bad luck.


Like, so bad it was almost a joke.


But he wasn’t going to sulk about it forever.


Touma Kamijou didn’t rely on luck, and that enhanced his ability to act.


“…All right, then. The main problems right now are my card and the refrigerator.”


Scratching his head quizzically, he looked around his room. As long as he had his bankbook, it wouldn’t be difficult to get a new card. The bigger problem was his refrigerator—in particular, his breakfast. For his summer Ability Development makeup classes, he’d need to take medicine like Metoserin pills or Elbrase for sure, so he definitely didn’t want to go in there on an empty stomach.


He figured he’d stop by the convenience store on his way to school. He pulled off the T-shirt in which he’d been sleeping and changed into his summer outfit. As stupid students are prone to doing, Kamijou had for no good reason gotten all excited about summer vacation finally arriving, stayed up really late, and now his head throbbed with sleep deprivation. Making up for four months’ worth of cut classes in a single week is a pretty sweet deal, though, he thought with forced optimism.


Cheering himself up, he declared, “And it’s so nice outside that maybe I’ll air out the futon today.”


He opened the screen door that led to the balcony. When he got back from his class later, his bedding would be all fresh and cozy.


From his balcony, he could see the side of the neighboring building a mere two meters away. “The sky’s so blue, and yet I can’t see the light!”


A sudden depression washed over him. He’d said it in a bright, jocular tone, but doing so had the complete opposite effect on his mood.


Tortured by the isolation that left him without a straight man, Kamijou hoisted the futon off his bed. He wouldn’t be able to die in peace if his futon wasn’t at least soft. Bringing down his foot, he felt a disquieting squish as he stepped in something spongy. Investigating the cause, he found a piece of yakisoba bread in its clear wrapper. It had been shoved into the back of the aforementioned annihilated refrigerator, so it was probably already sour.


“…Hope we don’t have any summer showers today.”


What was sadly most likely a premonition spilled out of his mouth. He turned again to the open screen door that opened onto his balcony, only to discover that a white futon was already draped over the railing, airing out.


“?”


Even though these were student dorms, they were basically set up the same way as studio apartments, so Kamijou lived by himself. That being the case, there was nobody but him to go hanging futons from his terrace.


It was only upon closer examination that he realized it wasn’t a futon at all.


Hanging over the ledge was a girl wearing white clothes.


“Huh?!”


His mattress fell to the floor with a thump.


The scene was baffling; it made no sense. Some girl was dangling from his balcony as if slung over a metal clothesline, limp and exhausted. Her body was doubled over the rail at her hips so that her arms and legs all drooped, suspended straight down.


She was…fourteen, maybe fifteen? She looked a year or two younger than Kamijou and appeared to be a foreigner, given her fair complexion and white hair. No, not white. Silver…probably? Either way, it was long and obstructed her inverted face from his sight. It most likely reached to her waist.


As for her clothing…


“Whoa. It’s a real-life sister…but not the sibling kind.”


A habit? You know, the kind of things nuns and sisters in churches wear. Her clothing looked to be all one piece and went down to her feet. A hat perched on her head—or rather, a hood made of a single piece of cloth. In direct contrast to the standard black pigmentation one usually saw with habits, the one the girl wore was pure white. He guessed the fabric was silk. Moreover, points on it were embroidered in gold. Despite the fact that the basic design was typical of a nun’s habit, the unusual color completely changed its impression. She looked like some kind of gaudy teacup.


Suddenly, the girl’s delicate fingers twitched.


Her head began rising unsteadily from its drooping orientation. Her long, flowing hair smoothly parted to either side to reveal her face, as if a curtain were being opened.


Whoa, whoa…!


The little lady had a relatively cute face. Kamijou, who had exactly zero experience overseas, saw a freshness in her pale skin and green eyes. All things being equal, she looked rather like a doll.


But that’s not what had him flustered.


First and foremost, she was a foreigner. He’d once had an English teacher advise him to steer well clear of the wider world for the rest of his life. If somebody from God knows where ever started babbling at him, he’d just buy a down comforter or some other random thing to extract himself from the situation.


“Ai…”


The girl’s pretty—though slightly dry—lips parted slowly.


Kamijou retreated one step, and then another. At which point, his foot revisited the yakisoba bread still on his floor with another squish.


“I’m hungry.”


“…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…”


In that moment, Kamijou imagined that his feeble brain had substituted the unfamiliar language she was speaking with Japanese, like when dumb elementary schoolers make up silly lyrics to foreign songs.


“Hungry.”


“…”


“I’m hungry.”


“……”


“Didn’t you hear me? I said I’m hungry.”


The silver-haired girl slightly impatiently addressed the calcified Kamijou.


This is no good. Clearly this is very not good. This…This just sounds like Japanese.


“Err, umm…” He stared at the girl hanging out to dry on his balcony and inquired, “So, uhh…Are you about to say you just happened to collapse here on your way somewhere?”


“You could say I collapsed here and am dying.”


“…” The girl was perfectly fluent in Japanese.


“I’d be very happy if you gave me some food to fill me up.”


Kamijou looked down at the prepackaged yakisoba bread, still under his foot and making squishy noises. It looked spoiled.


I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it’s definitely better not to get involved. I’ll let this kid be happy somewhere far away from here, he thought, taking the plastic-wrapped, sour yakisoba bread and thrusting it into the girl’s mouth. Once she smells how rotten it is, she has to run away. In Kyoto, giving someone rice with hot tea is like telling them to go home, he thought.


“Thank you, I should like that.”


She chomped down on the entire thing, wrapper and all. Also her benefactor’s hand.


And just like that, Kamijou’s day once again began with a shriek and a stroke of bad luck.


2


“First, I should introduce myself.”


“…Uhh, first, why were you even hanging there—?”


“My name? It’s Index.”


“That’s a fake name no matter how you look at it! You’re an ‘index’? Like from the back of a book?!”


“As you can see, I’m a member of the Church. That’s important. Oh, not the one in the Vatican, but the Puritans of England.”


“I have no idea what any of that means, and are you ignoring my question?!”


“Hmm, I’m talking about Index…Oh, if you want my magic name, it’s Dedicatus545.”


“Hello? Heeelloooo? What kind of alien is speaking on this frequency?” Kamijou had no patience left for listening to this girl and picked at his ear with his pinkie finger. She started gnawing on her thumbnail. Maybe a nervous habit?


Why exactly are we sitting politely around my glass table like this is some kind of job interview?


He needed to leave for school soon, or he’d be late for his summer makeup classes. But he obviously couldn’t just leave this lunatic in his room by herself. The worst part of it was that this mysterious silver-haired girl calling herself Index looked like she’d taken such a liking to the place that she was rolling around on the floor.


Was this yet another expression of Kamijou’s misfortune? If so, this had gone too far.


“Also, I would be very grateful if you filled up this ‘index’ with food.”


“Why?! Why bother raising your parameters?! If I tripped some strange flag and ended up going straight into the Index route, then just kill me now!”


“Umm…is that slang? I’m sorry. I don’t think I understand what you mean.”


She was a foreigner, of course. She didn’t seem to understand Japan’s geek culture.


“If I take three steps out that door, I’ll die of malnourishment.”


“…Um, and I care about that why…?”


“When that happens, I’ll be sure to scrawl a message next to my corpse with my last bit of strength. A sketch of your face.”


“What…?!”


“If someone actually comes to my aid before I’ve expired, I might tell them I was held captive in this room and abused until all that was left was this husk of a person…and I’ll tell them you forced me to cosplay in this outfit, too.”


“You might say what?! You seem to know a lot about otaku culture over here after all, don’t you?!”


“?”


She tilted her head as if she were a kitten seeing herself in a mirror for the first time.


How mortifying. She’s playing dumb. I feel like I’m the only one who’s been tainted.


Kamijou stomped into the kitchen. I’ll do it! Okay, I’ll do it! The contents of the refrigerator had been ruined anyway, leaving only garbage. Even if I let her eat this stuff, it’s not like it’s putting a dent in my wallet. It’ll be fine if I heat it up. He plopped the remains of what had once been food into a frying pan and started cooking something like a stir-fry.


Now that I think of it, where exactly did she come from?


There were foreigners living in Academy City, too, of course. But she didn’t have that particular “scent” residents had. However, it would be very odd if she was an outsider.
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Academy City was known as a “city of hundreds of schools,” but it was easier to think of it more like a “city-sized boarding school.” It sprawled across a third of Tokyo, but a Great Wall of China–like partition surrounded the whole thing at the moment. It wasn’t as strict as a prison, but it wasn’t somewhere you could just accidentally wander into and get lost.


At least, that was how it looked to the outside world. In point of fact, engineering universities had launched three satellites into space for research purposes, and they constantly had their shining, watchful eyes on the city. Anyone leaving or entering was comprehensively scanned. Anyone arousing suspicion who didn’t match up with the Gate’s records would activate Anti-Skills or members of Judgment from all the schools, either of which would be all over them in seconds. Although…


Yesterday, electro girl conjured up a bunch of storm clouds. Maybe that’s how she managed to evade their “eyes,” Kamijou thought.


“Umm, so why were you hanging out to dry on my balcony, then?”


Kamijou tried again, splashing soy sauce into the malicious vegetable stir-fry.


“I wasn’t hanging out to dry, okay?”


“Then what happened? Did the wind blow you here or something?”


“…Maybe something like that.”


He’d only been joking. He stopped moving the frying pan and turned back to the girl.


“I fell. I was actually trying to jump from rooftop to rooftop.”


Rooftop? he thought, looking up at the ceiling.


This neighborhood was chock-full of cheap student dorms. Slender, identical eight-story buildings were lined up one next to the other. As one could see from the view from the balcony, there were only about two meters between each building. It would probably be possible to jump from one rooftop to the next with a good running start, but…


“But the buildings are eight stories tall. One wrong step and you’d fall straight to hell.”


“Yeah. You know what they say—they don’t put up headstones for suicides,” Index declared. Kamijou didn’t really know what she meant by that. “I didn’t have any choice, though. There was nowhere else for me to run at the time.”


“To…run?”


Kamijou frowned unwittingly while Index replied simply, “Yup.”


“I was being chased.”


“…”


His hand stopped rocking the hot pan.


“I was actually jumping between buildings just fine, but in the middle of one leap, I got shot in the back.” The Index girl looked like she was laughing.


“Sorry. It looks like I got caught on your railing while I was falling.”


There was no embarrassment or sarcasm in her voice at all. She smiled at him as if it were perfectly normal.


“You got shot…?”


“Yes? Oh, don’t worry, I’m not hurt. These clothes also have a defensive barrier on them.”


What’s a “defensive barrier”? A bulletproof vest?


The girl spun around to show off her clothes. She certainly didn’t look like she was wounded. Was she actually shot? He found it much more probable that everything she had said was just a pile of lies, half-truths, and delusions.


However…


At the very least, she really had been hanging on his seventh-story balcony.


Hypothetically, if everything this girl was saying was true…


Then who would have shot her?


Kamijou contemplated.


He considered how much resolve it would take to vault across the rooftops of eight-story buildings. How a balcony on the seventh floor had fortunately interrupted her descent. What had she meant by her claim that she’d “collapsed”?


“I was being chased,” she said.


He considered the smile plastered on her face when she’d said that.


He didn’t know what kind of circumstances Index was caught up in, and he didn’t understand much of what she was saying. Even if she’d explained everything to him from start to finish, he probably wouldn’t have understood half of it. He also probably wouldn’t have wanted to bother understanding half of it.


But one thing was true.


She’d been dangling on his balcony on the seventh floor. If she’d taken one wrong step, she could have slammed into the pavement instead. The deadly reality of that fact struck Kamijou so vividly that he felt his chest tighten.


“Food.”


Index suddenly poked her face out from behind him. She can speak Japanese, but…she doesn’t know how to use chopsticks? She was clutching the utensils in her fist like a spoon, her gaze fixed excitedly on the contents of the skillet.


A comparison of her expression to that of a kitten just lifted out of a cardboard box in the rain wouldn’t have been far from the mark.


“…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…Uhh.”


Something like a (toxic) vegetable stir-fry comprised of compost simmered in the frying pan.


Hmm. Looking at the hungry girl before his eyes, he could feel Angel Kamijou (normally paired with Devil Kamijou) writhing in agony inside him.


“Uhh, ahh! B-but, you know, if you’re that hungry, rather than this gross bachelor chow I threw together, we should do it right and go to a restaurant or order takeout or something!”


“I can’t wait that long, okay?”


“…Uhh, ugh!”


“And besides, it doesn’t look gross at all. You cooked it for me without expecting anything in return. It can’t possibly be bad, okay?”


This time she smiled even more widely and more brightly, in a manner befitting an actual nun.


Kamijou’s stomach felt like it was being wrung out like a mop. Index ignored him, taking the chopsticks in her fist and scooping the contents of the pan into her mouth.


Munch munch.


“See? It’s not bad at all.”


Chew chew.


“…Ah, is that so.”


“I can taste that you gave it a bit of a sour tang to help revitalize me. Well done.”


“Egck! Sour?!”


Gobble gobble.


“Yeah. But I’m fine with sour. Thanks. You know, you’re kind of like a big brother.”


She grinned. She’d been eating so ravenously that she had a bean sprout stuck to her cheek.


“…Uhh…Whooooooaaaaaahhh!”


Vwapp!! He snatched the frying pan out of her hands at supersonic speed, and Index’s expression became the very picture of disappointment. Kamijou made himself a vow. I will be the only one to go to hell for this.


“Were you hungry, too?”


“…Huh?”


“If you’re not, then I think you shouldn’t play games and just let me eat it.”


Index chomped at the tips of her chopsticks and watched him with upturned eyes. Kamijou had a revelation.


God spoke to him: “You must take responsibility and eat this.”


His rotten luck hadn’t been the problem this time. He’d brought this entirely on himself.



3


Touma Kamijou smiled, his mouth filled with stir-fried garbage.


The girl munched on a biscuit, looking dissatisfied. Holding the biscuit two-handed and gnawing away, she reminded him of a squirrel.


“…So, you said you’re being chased. Who’s after you?”


Having returned to his senses in the wake of his holy visitation, Kamijou put this question forward as the primary matter at hand.


He’d only met her thirty minutes ago and certainly had no intention of diving to the depths of hell with her. But it probably wasn’t possible to forget the whole thing.


So, in the end, I’m just a hypocrite. A fraud. I just want to say I did something to ease my conscience, but there’s no way I can help resolve this.


“Yeah…,” she responded somewhat drily. “I wonder? Maybe Rozenkreuz or Stella Matitina…I think it’s an organization like that, but I don’t know its name, since they’re not the kind of people who place much value in names.”


“‘They’?”


Kamijou treaded carefully. This meant some kind of group was chasing her.


“Yeah,” Index answered calmly, despite her situation.


“A sorcerers’ society.”


………………


“I see. Magic, huh…? Umm. What the hell?! You’re insane!”


“Ah, er, what? Umm, was that not the correct term in Japanese? Sorcery, like, magic. A magic cabal.”


“…” The word cabal confused him even more. “What? Is that some sort of hip new cult that forces you to believe in its founder, or else ‘thou shalt be divinely punished’? And uses LSD to brainwash you? That would be dangerous in more ways than one…”


“…You’re kind of making fun of me, aren’t you?”


“Uhh.”


“…You’re kind of making fun of me, aren’t you?”


“…I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t do this whole ‘magic’ business. I know about all sorts of abnormal abilities, like pyrokinesis and clairvoyance, but I can’t handle this ‘magic’ thing.”


“…?” Index tilted her little head confusedly.


She probably assumed that someone who believed in the omnipotent power of science would have just rejected what she said outright, claiming that there was nothing unexplainable in this world.


However, a supernatural power resided in Kamijou’s right hand.


It was called the Imagine Breaker, and no matter what nonsensical, preternatural force he was up against, his Imagine Breaker could dispel it. It could even negate miracles.


“Supernatural abilities aren’t uncommon here in Academy City. Anyone can open ‘circuits’ and ‘develop’ by injecting Esperin into your brain, sticking electrodes on your head, and playing some rhythms in headphones. If every facet of something can be explained scientifically, then obviously everyone will accept it as fact, right?”


“…I don’t really get it.”


“It’s obvious! Very obvious, so obvious! Obvious times three!”
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