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PROLOGUE



Radio Noise
Level2


The wind is strong.


It is twilight. A girl lies flat on her stomach, concealed on the roof of a building. Her eyes narrow slightly.


A mismatched rifle sits in her hands. No, it goes beyond the simple concept of being mismatched. The rifle, after all, is 184 centimeters in length. It is largely in excess of the girl’s height.


The Metal-eater MX.


It is derived from the Bullet M82A1, an antitank rifle legendary for blowing up an armored car from two klicks away during the Okinawan War. They say that when it was created, it had such enormous recoil that it didn’t need a full-automatic function. The Metal-eater, however, is an experimental type, onto which rapid-fire capabilities had been forced.


It is a brutal enough gun that its recoil alone could crush a flimsy helmet into tiny pieces. Somehow, however, the girl’s slender body moves in perfect harmony with it. Impact is not something to be repressed but something to be accepted and redirected. By the end of her fourteen-day training via Testament, she could compute the shock released by the Metal-eater and calculate the most efficient means of redirecting it.


The girl holds her breath and stares down the cold, impersonal scope at her target, six hundred meters off.


Exiting a convenience store, lit up from within as if to attract gnats on this summer night, is a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old boy. His figure is as thin as a sewing needle, and white hair sits atop his feminine, delicate skin. He brings to mind the expression, “He’d blow away in a stiff wind.”


Those who witnessed him would receive from him the impression of the tip of a knife. It’s to be expected. The data banks spoke of his undefeated record in official combat, of course. However, he had never suffered even a glancing wound, nor had he ever blocked or avoided anything.


The concept of blocking an opponent’s weapon is not a part of his existence. He is the incarnation of the sharp edge of a slim, narrow sword, forged to the extreme—its only objective is to rip through enemy flesh.


The girl does not know her target’s true name. His code name is “Accelerator” or the “One-Way Road.”


The young man who goes by this name stands at the pinnacle of the Level Five Superpowers, of which only seven reside in this single, great Ability Development agency with the moniker Academy City.


The crosswind is strong…Adjusting aim three klicks to the left, the girl says to herself, twisting the screw on the side of the scope.


The boy swinging the plastic bag from the store back and forth in boredom—he is her target.


If the girl was to confront Accelerator directly, she wouldn’t stand a chance of winning. No, in all Academy City, there isn’t a single opponent who could stand against Accelerator in a fair fight—or perhaps in even all the world.


On the other hand, that was all.


If you can’t win in a fair fight, then don’t pick one.


In the end, using supernatural abilities is no different from operating your arms and legs. As long as one isn’t a Level Zero incredibly inexperienced at controlling their powers, their activation can be generally split into two varieties.


One is when the esper himself gives a command to use the power.


One is when the esper’s body senses danger.


This makes things simple. Even espers were beatable as long as one didn’t let on that they were attempting to kill one, then took his or her life with a single attack from the dark.


Originally, long-range sniping was a method used by Academy City’s Judgment to arrest berserk espers. Though they used rubber bullets to end their consciousness, the girl will use armor-piercing rounds to end his life.


“Building winds…An eddy from three o’clock; adjusting aim one klick to the right,” she said under her breath, making further adjustments to the scope.


Lead bullets actually blow around easily in the wind. On top of that, in spots with many buildings packed in close to one another, the wind doesn’t blow in a simple line. It streams around the structures in various directions, and when the flows of air run into each other, they create eddies and scatter everywhere.


Missing was not an option. Her opponent was the strongest of the Level Fives. The moment her initial shot went astray, cluing him in to her ambush, would essentially be the very moment she was defeated—no matter how much distance separated them and no matter how far away she fled.


She places her finger on the trigger.


Her motions are without hesitation. Despite the fact that the boy at the end of her scope is human. Despite the fact that if she pulled this trigger, a .50 caliber antitank shell would rip through the air at twelve hundred kilometers per hour, altering the layout of his upper body at a speed faster than sound…Though logically she understands these ideas, there is not a trace of doubt on her face.


But one directive had been placed on her slight shoulders:


To destroy Accelerator, the most powerful Level Five, with a precise shot from the distance.


…


Her ears listen to the sounds of the wind. Eddies collide, and suddenly, the wind begins to glide in a single direction.


It would be for no more than two seconds. However, as soon as she is certain that the complex building winds have stabilized…


She pulls the trigger.


With a roar like a fireworks factory exploding, a handful of bullets tears through the air. Ridiculous as it may sound for a sharpshooter, she had actually fired on full auto. She forces herself to take the impact, which is heavy enough to topple a grown man. In the span of one second, she sends twelve shots down a path so precise it could thread a needle.


The girl ignores the fact that the cartridge had been emptied in just one second and tracks the fate of the boy in her sights. The flow of wind had settled, and the bullets would not miss. Every one of the twelve rounds she fired would be absorbed by the boy’s back, and his needlelike, slim body should be torn to shreds.


Yes, that is indeed what should have happened.


It was in that moment that the rifle in her hands exploded.


The rounds that made contact with the boy had ricocheted. The shells had done a perfect one-eighty, like a videotape rewinding. They had politely jumped back into the barrel of her antitank rifle like a kendama and blasted it to bits.


However, the girl does not possess the physical ability to allow her to ascertain the bullets flying toward her.


These are the only things she knows: first, that some force had destroyed the antitank rifle; second, that uncounted pieces of shrapnel had stabbed into her whole body; and third, that something had pierced her right shoulder, which had been pressed against the Metal-eater’s stock. It severed her arm like something chomped it off.


In addition, she knows that Accelerator had been hit by her rifle’s bullets but still doesn’t have a scratch on him.


Finally, she knows that her attempt to snipe him from afar had failed and that Accelerator was now aware of her presence.


That’s all she needs to know. In fact, it’s more than enough. An intense pain assails her, as if her head were being doused in boiling water, but she pays it no mind. She doesn’t have the time. She drags her wrecked body toward the building’s emergency stairwell.


Now that her sharpshooting had failed, her one-in-a-million chance to win has vanished. Therefore, she was not fleeing in defeat in order to regroup. Her flight is nothing more than her survival instincts trying to prolong her remaining life by a second or even just a moment.


His footfalls are silent in the twilight. The hunter confidently and soundlessly begins to close in on the girl on the verge of death.


The hunter and the hunted. Their roles were reversed in the blink of an eye, and thus the curtains opened on a murder drama.















CHAPTER 1



Imagine Breaker
Level0(and_More)
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August 20, 6:10 PM


In the glow of this midsummer evening, Touma Kamijou walked home from his remedial classes, alone and exhausted. I don’t care what the reason is. Going to these summer makeup classes alone isn’t good for my mental state during this long summer break, he thought.


Normally, these “vacation lectures” began on the first day of summer break. His own classes had actually taken place from July 19 through July 28 apparently.


Apparently. That usage of such a vague word was due to the fact that Kamijou was an amnesiac. He had no memories from before July 28. In other words, he didn’t really understand why or when the old him had skipped out on those lectures, and he didn’t know how he ended up having to pay the bill for it.


Anyway, for some reason…


Kamijou was standing there looking dumbfounded at the juice vending machine sitting in the road by itself.


No. Just wait a second.


Yes—he wanted things to slow down. Touma Kamijou had definitely slid a two thousand yen bill into the machine. So then why on earth wasn’t it showing any signs of reacting? All right, he’d admit it. He was well aware that two thousand yen notes were unusual in this day and age. But it was still two thousand yen. The machine hadn’t even given a peep after swallowing up such a lump sum. What’s up with this vending machine? Is some mechanical empire rising up in rebellion or what?! Kamijou yelled at himself, frenetically trying the change return lever over and over.


What rotten luck.


Sadly, if he took out his frustration and started to shake or kick the machine, it would doubtlessly notify the police. He had enough foresight to know that.


The undeveloped areas in the western parts of Tokyo had been cleared away all at once to build Academy City, but despite its rejection of all things occult, everyone who bore witness to Kamijou thought the same unscientific thing: I guess there really is such a thing as bad luck. He was just that unfortunate.


As he hung his shoulders in disappointment, he heard the sound of loafers clapping along the ground behind him.


“’Scuse me! Would you quit spacing out in front of that vending machine? If you’re not getting anything, then move it, will ya? I’m gonna faint from dehydration if I don’t drink something as soon as possible.”


No sooner had he heard the voice addressing him from behind than a girl’s soft hand grabbed Kamijou’s arm and forced him out of the way. Imperfect though he may have been, he was still a boy in his youth. He would have normally expected his heart to start beating a little faster. Right now, though, the only thing on his mind was this unbearable, intimate heat clinging persistently to him.


“What, what?” Kamijou twisted his neck, and there saw a girl who looked like she was in middle school. She had brown shoulder-length hair and a “default” face good enough not to need makeup. She wore a summer sweater over her white short-sleeved blouse. That, along with her gray pleated skirt made him think…That’s the famous Tokiwadai Middle School’s uniform, isn’t it? However, he couldn’t help but hesitate to call this girl “high-class.” She was making the kind of face a salaryman might make after the first time he was disturbed by a packed train, alighting onto the station platform, sick and tired of the whole thing. Maybe the summer heat was getting to her.


…So. I wonder who this is?


Did he know her, or was she a complete stranger just being overly familiar? As an amnesiac, he was worried by this. The most annoying part of having no memories was finding the line between total newcomers and acquaintances. He didn’t know how far into this he wanted to go.


Kamijou’s gut was saying he knew her. However, he got the feeling that it would be okay if he was to say something mistaken to someone this comfortable around strangers. Screw it, just say whatever! he concluded, deciding not to think about it anymore.


“…So. Whaddaya want, you?”


“You know, I have a name! It’s Mikoto Misaka! I can’t believe you still don’t remember it, you total moron!!”


Pale blue sparks flew from her brown bangs with a snap as she shouted at him.


Oh, damn, do jokes not work on her?! Without thinking about it, he assumed a defensive posture, and at that moment, a spear of blue-white lightning extended from her forehead like a horn and shot forth at light speed, with him in its sights.


If he had watched it and tried to react, he never would have made it in time. However, his body moved on reflex before the bolt launched. It was almost like it remembered the habit because he’d been on the receiving end of this attack many, many times before.


Kamijou swept his right hand sideways to backhand it, like he was swatting away a passing fly.


Just like that, the javelin of high-tension current in excess of one billion volts split apart like a pillar of water, then disappeared.


Imagine Breaker—the killer of illusions.


It didn’t matter if it was a supernatural ability or magic or whatever. It was his unique talent: If something was caused by an “abnormal power,” he could touch it with his right hand, and it would cancel it out. That even went for miracles from God himself.


“???”


Kamijou stared at this middle school student (or rather, the unsuccessful homicide criminal). She was giving him a crabby face.


His body had moved unconsciously and evaded the attack. He had experienced this phenomenon once before. That guy, Stiyl Magnus, had whipped out a flame sword, but Kamijou had repelled it without a second thought, purely out of conditioned reflexes left over in his body…


But Kamijou was an amnesiac.


Moreover, even though all his memories were gone, his knowledge still remained. It was quite the odd state of affairs.


At the time, his body had ostensibly reacted by itself. Even though he didn’t remember, he had actually been attacked with those flame swords before then.


Which means that this person’s someone I’m acquainted with. I see. I know her, do I? Damn it, why the hell did I only know people like this?!


“Would you stop looking at me like you’re about to cry?” Mikoto placed her hands on her hips. “Anyway, if you don’t have anything else to do, then move it. I’ve totally got something to do with this vending machine.”


“Uh…”


His eyes bounced between the vending machine and the girl who named herself as Mikoto Misaka.


She didn’t have a shred of consideration for the situation, and she was also the culprit of an attempted murder…but would it be okay not to tell her about how he knew this vending machine would definitely eat her money just because of that? Well, it wasn’t quite that he wanted to not see her disappointed; he was more scared of a homicidal rage when she came to attack him afterward, which she would inevitably do.


“That vending machine. Seems like it just eats your money.”


“I know that,” answered Mikoto succinctly. Okay, now he was the one who didn’t understand her intentions.


“??? You’re gonna put money in it even though you know it’ll eat it? Is this the donation box for some kinda shrine?”


“You’re an utter moron. I have a trick, all right? A trick to make the juice come out without actually putting any money in.”


“…”


He got a bad feeling about this. He got a really bad feeling about this. This trick…He figured that she must use it a whole ton on a daily basis if she was calling it a “trick.” To repeat, Kamijou’s two thousand yen note had been eaten by the machine. Could the reason it was malfunctioning like this possibly be…


“Tokiwadai Middle School style—Old Lady Forty-Five-Degree-Angle Machine-Restarting Strike!”


Remarkably, along with the ridiculous ending shout of “Chay-saa!,” Mikoto delivered a high kick to the side of the vending machine, while wearing a skirt.


There was a deafening thump! Then they heard something inside the machine rattling around and falling, and shortly after, cans of juice appeared in the dispenser.


“It’s all worn-out, so the springs holding in the juice are loose, you know? Trouble is, you never know what’s gonna come out…Uh, what’s up with you?”


“Absolutely nothing,” Kamijou replied in perfect monotone.


Under her skirt were gym short pants. Somehow, he felt like his dreams had been ruined.


“Wait, so if it’s passed down at Tokiwadai, does that mean all the rich girls there do that?”


“That’s what all-female schools are all about. Don’t go having weird dreams about girls, got it?”


“…” Kamijou thought it was a pretty harsh reality. “That wasn’t it. I wanted to ask: Isn’t the reason the vending machine is broken in the first place because you all come along every single day and gang up on the thing?!”


“It’s no problem! What are you so mad about? It’s not like it’s hurting you, right?”


“…”


“Hmm? By the way, how did ya figure out this machine was a money eater…” She quieted for a moment before finishing. “…Did your money get eaten?”


“…”


“Huh? It did? It really did?! Hey, quit making fists and trembling like that. Give me a straight answer! Were you spacing out because the vending machine ate your money?!”


“…What would you do if you heard the answer?”


“That’s simple, I’d take a picture with my cell phone and send the idiot’s face out to the world— I’m joking, I’m joking! Stop shuffling forward like you’re gauging distance, it’s scary!”


Kamijou exhaled and let the strength flow out of him.


Taking it out on her wouldn’t bring his two thousand yen back. That two thousand yen had originally been placed in his wallet with the intention of buying some fireworks or something for the freeloading sister in white awaiting his return at the dorms. There was no point in pondering that now, though. Losers should just act like losers and follow their homing instincts or something. Kamijou let his shoulders fall and turned his back to Mikoto.


She looked at that easily readable back of his and, with her hands still on her waist, breathed a pretty exasperated sigh.


“Wait a second, you. So how much got eaten exactly?”


“…I’m not telling. I can’t. I don’t want to.”


He looked at this girl. They’d just met, but he didn’t think straight up telling her he’d lost two thousand yen would lead to her saying, “Oh, you poor thing!” Her responding with a “ga-ha-ha-wa-ha-ha!” laugh, like a warring states–era general, would probably make more sense.


Then her face grew slightly more serious (perhaps, somehow, feeling something like responsibility).


“I won’t laugh. I promise. And by the way, I’ll even get back the money it ate.”


What could these friendly skills be?! Kamijou wondered, his eyes sparkling. His thoughts never arrived at the realization that this was all Mikoto’s fault in the first place for kicking the vending machine all the time.


So there Kamijou was, a little scared of being labeled an idiot who managed to get two thousand yen stuck in a machine. However, when Mikoto said, “I said, I won’t laugh! I really won’t, okay? I really, definitely won’t laugh!” he decided to confess, defeated.


“…Two thousand yen.”


“Two thousand? Why are you making a fuss about such pocket change?” After saying this, she stopped short as it dawned on her. “Wait, two thousand yen? Wait, you mean like, a two thousand yen note?! Wow, I wanna see! I totally want to see that! I thought all those bills were extinct! He-he…Aha-ha-ha-ha! Of course the vending machine would bug out. Two thousand yen notes aren’t even in convenience store registers these days! Aha-ha-ha-ha, eek!”


Mikoto was getting excited at something weird. Kamijou looked at her, shouted, “You liar!” and automatically buried his face in his hands. That’s why he didn’t want to tell her it was a two thousand yen note. Him using it on a vending machine also strongly implied he was trying to exchange it for lower currency amounts. This was a two thousand yen note they were talking about here. Even a department store clerk with a perfectly sculpted, smiling expression would definitely let out a grunt and falter, even if only for a moment.


“I see. Well then, you better start praying that two thousand yen bill comes out…I won’t accept it if you give me two one thousand yen bills, got it, you piece of junk?”


Mikoto stood herself in front of the vending machine, then slowly thrust the palm of her right hand toward the coin insert slot.


Suddenly Kamijou wasn’t so sure about all of this.


“But how are you gonna get the money out of there?”


“How?”


She gave him a look of blank amazement.


“Like this.”


A moment later, bluish-white sparks launched out of the palm of Mikoto’s hand and struck the vending machine.


A roaring whump! thundered, and the extremely heavy-looking machine wobbled back and forth like it had been rammed by a sumo wrestler. A mountain of black smoke erupted from the gaps between its metal fittings as if this were some kind of gag manga.


Kamijou paled. In fact, his face turned pure white.




















[image: Book Title Page]






















“Huh? That’s weird. I didn’t plan on blasting it that hard. Ah, looks like a ton of juice is coming out. Hey, your two thousand yen note didn’t come out, but there’s, uh, definitely at least two thousand yen’s worth of juice cans coming out. Is that okay?…Hey, why are you running away so desperately?! Heeeey!”


He didn’t turn back. He sprinted at full speed in an effort to put every centimeter, every millimeter he could between him and that vending machine.


He knew because he experienced all sorts of bad luck at every turn. He could see the future one second from now clearly.


D-damn it! I don’t know why, but I get the distinct feeling this has happened before!!


As soon as he thought that…


Though the alarms on the vending machine would remain silent even if kicked, they started to blare with all their might, so that everything could hear, as if it was mercilessly spewing out all of its pent-up frustration.
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He didn’t really remember where or how he ran.


What he could say for sure was that he had sprinted all out for about ten minutes.


The next thing he realized, he was seated on the bench at a bus stop in the shopping district. Exhausted, he was staring up at the August sky, which was dyed in orange by the light of the sunset. A blimp was floating through the air. On its side was a large screen, lazily spilling out Academy City’s news for the day, regarding the announcement that a Mizuho Agency, an organization researching muscular dystrophy, had withdrawn from business.


“Quit blissfully running away from reality and hold your drinks, will ya? This is your share in the first place.”


Sitting next to him was Mikoto, sighing in exasperation and throwing a whole bunch of juice cans at him. For her part, she was gazing calmly at the propellers on a wind generator, spinning round and round. She might have been a little down in the dumps at having failed to control her power.


“…Kamijou was afraid that somehow, the moment he takes this juice, he’ll evolve from bystander to accomplice. Wait, don’t throw it at me like I’m a garbage can—hey, that’s hot! Why the hell is hot red bean soup in there?!”


“The point was to get it to malfunction, so I can’t choose what kind I get!”


“But I’m getting some pretty clear evil signals with this black soybean cider and this condensed kinako milk!”


“Hmm? Hey, count your blessings. You should be thanking Miss Mikoto’s good fortune for not pulling the two demons—the guarana vegetable juice and the strawberry oden soup!”


Academy City was, put another way, a city of experiments.


Its countless universities and research institutions enjoyed testing their “products” in practical applications, so prototypes like garbage-collecting automatons and self-driving police robots filled every corner of the city. And well, this meant that the product lineups on convenience store shelves and in vending machines differed from normal cities, too…


“…It’s all different, but I’ve got half a mind to put in an inquiry regarding the fact that it’s still the same money we students are paying.”


“Come on, it’s fine! It’s okay to be filled with dreams and ambitions and advance one step at a time, isn’t it? Oh, if you’re not gonna drink that coconut cider, then I’ll take it.” Mikoto took one of the macabre juice cans from Kamijou’s arms. “Anyway, you run away from things too easily—including from this one can of juice. It’s like…How do I put it?…You’re actually strong, but you make people think you’re just a weak idiot? Whenever Miss Mikoto sees that, she gets half a mind to say a thing or two about it.”


“…I wonder why it’s only the people who say stuff that totally misses the mark who seem so weirdly egotistical?”


“What was that?” Mikoto looked at Kamijou with the face of a belligerent drunk. “…I don’t think it’s all that far off, really. There are lots of weaklings who go through life trembling in fear, and strong people live haughtily. I think that’s only natural. But you’re different, right? You have the kind of power that can easily force one of the seven Level Fives in Academy City to back down, so why on earth do you flee all over the town whenever you’re chased by so much as a hoodlum or a Chihuahua that got off its leash?”


“???”


Mikoto’s words were chock-full of confidence, but Kamijou couldn’t remember any of it.


If that was the case, then either Mikoto’s words were a bad guess, or else…Could she know about his unknown past? Unable to figure out which it was, Kamijou decided to vaguely bring himself in line with the conversation.


“You know, you should brag more that you defeated Mikoto Misaka, the Railgun. Not doing so is an inexcusable offense to the defeated party. I mean, don’t you see? From now on, everyone will think this their whole lives about me: ‘Mikoto Misaka lost to a man who gets chased around by hoodlums and Chihuahuas off their collars?’” Mikoto took a swig of the coconut cider. “You won against me. So at the very least, you should take responsibility as the victor, or else you’ll cause me trouble. I am one of only seven Level Fives in Academy City! At least try hard enough so that I can stick out my chest and say that I lost to a person like you, fairly and openly.”


“What are you talking about? I’ve got no interest in Edo period Bushido morals, so…”


Before he could finish, Kamijou noticed an odd, out-of-place feeling in that last thing she said.


You won against me?


Which means…Did I, the humble Touma Kamijou, take a high-class girl from a high-class school like Tokiwadai Middle School, push her down, get on top of her, ball my fists, and beat the hell out of her until she cried that she was sorry and would never do it again, is that it? I see, it’s only natural that such a man’s brain cells would have broken and his memories gotten destroyed, and also, what the hell were you doing while I didn’t remember, and also, a girl telling me to “take responsibility” sounds an awful lot like a threat, you know!!


“Uh, urrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr…!!”


“? Hey, wait, why are you getting all groany like that?” Mikoto sighed. “Man, you’re really a pain in the ass, you know that? What, did you pull that from some shounen manga or something?” She folded her arms and exhaled like she took offense to it.


Kamijou, grasping his head in dismay, didn’t notice.


“It’s that way you do things, you know? Where you never throw your own punches. You just let your opponents beat you to a pulp and perfectly guard all of it. It’s so conceited and annoying, and yet it’s definitely effective. I won’t allow it!”


“…Uurrrrrrr…uh?”


He refocused on what Mikoto was going on about, still moaning with his head in his hands.


I never throw my own punches? So then, this was the same kind of power relation as a parent smiling and calming down a child? One who took a joke too seriously and was shaking his fists in the air or something?


I never raised a hand against girls, even if I was fighting a lightning user?


…


…That’s not bad, Touma Kamijou.


“Huh. I really can’t stand you when you look confident, you know that?” Mikoto sounded disinterested. “Here, whatever, just drink your juice. Man, getting a gift like this directly from Miss Mikoto…If you were one of my underclassmen, you’d be swooning and fainting right now!”


“Fainting? There isn’t a soul alive who’d be happy about these cans of juice that just barely fulfill the food hygiene laws. Besides, this isn’t some shoujo manga, so there’re no love stories in an all girls’ school.”


“…Well. It would be sweet if it was just at shoujo manga levels.” For some reason, Mikoto averted her eyes. “Everything’s pretty busy, okay? Or maybe I should say muddy. You want me to tell you what I get called at school? It’ll blow you away!


“We-he-haa-hah…” Mikoto laughed, without any strength behind it. But then…


“Big Sister?”


Suddenly, the bell-like voice of a girl sounded out near them, and Mikoto made a face like ice had been plunged into her back. The corners of her mouth twitched, and she scowled deeply.


Bi…?! Big…!!


Kamijou caught his breath at the unexpected shock. What is this?! He quickly jerked his head to look behind him and saw a girl who looked to be in her first year of middle school, wearing the same uniform as Mikoto, standing a little away from them. With brown hair in pigtails, she clasped her hands in front of her and made her eyes sparkle.


“Oh my, Big Sister! My, oh my! I thought those silly remedial classes didn’t suit you, but I never would have guessed you’d be using them as an excuse for this!”


Kamijou looked beside him; Mikoto looked about ready to panic. It’s not like he had any power, but he strangely felt like she had transmitted an internal cry straight to his mind, forbidding him from butting in.


She pressed on her temples like she had a headache and began to speak to the mystery girl.


“Umm…I just want to be sure. What might you be referring to when you say this?”


“Well, obviously, it was in order to rendezvous with this gentleman here, was it not?”


Sparks came from Mikoto’s hair with a crackle.


The girl in pigtails didn’t mind, though. This time, she flashed a full smile at Kamijou, who was currently watching blankly, and approached their bench terrifyingly quickly. Oh, shit, she came over here! He was about to jolt off the bench in spite of himself, but before he could, the girl grabbed hold of his hand and covered it with both of hers.


“Pleased to make your acquaintance, gentleman. My name is Kuroko Shirai, and I’m Big Sister’s outrider.”


“Uh-huh.” Kamijou struggled to find a reaction. His gaze was steadily lowering to the hand she had clasped.


“By the way, if this is all it takes to get you flustered, she might have to worry about you being prone to…adultery, you know?”


Kamijou sputtered like he was a volcano about to erupt. Mikoto wobbled up out of her seat beside him and said, “Listen here, you…Does this weirdo look like my boyfriend?!”


As she delivered those subtly wounding words, Mikoto let loose a spear of lightning from her bangs.


But just before the pale blue electricity hit her, Kuroko Shirai let go of Kamijou’s hand. The next time he blinked, she had disappeared into thin air without a word.


Mikoto clicked her teeth. “She used that stupid teleport of hers. I swear to God if you start spreading strange rumors, I’m coming after you, damn it!”


She fired a few more bolts at the empty space. People passing by gathered their attention to the Level Five buzz-buzz. Oh, jeez, how do I get her to calm down now?! wondered Kamijou with his head in his hands, when all of a sudden, a voice came at them from behind the bench.


“Big Sister?”


Not again?! Kamijou turned around.


Behind the bench stood another Mikoto Misaka.


“Eh?”


There was no doubt that the person standing there was Mikoto Misaka. She had brown shoulder-length hair, a well-featured face, a white short-sleeved blouse, a summer sweater, and a pleated skirt. There she was—a perfect Mikoto Misaka, from her height to her clothes and smaller articles.


However…


Kamijou returned his eyes to the bench seat next to him. Brown shoulder-length hair, a well-featured face, a white short-sleeved blouse, a summer sweater, and a pleated skirt—Mikoto Misaka was obviously sitting right there.


The difference was that the girl standing behind the bench was wearing something akin to night-vision goggles on her forehead as if they were swimming goggles. In addition, the glint in her eyes made it seem like they weren’t focused on any one thing, but rather were trying to chase everything coming into her sight. Those ambiguously unfocused eyes intently followed the back of Mikoto’s head.


“…Wait, what? There’s more of you?! Misaka Unit Two!”


Kamijou was flabbergasted. He looked at the faces of the two Mikoto Misakas in turn. The one on the bench next to him had a similarly astonished look, but the one standing behind the bench was staring at them without a trace of an expression.


“So,” he hazarded, looking over his shoulder, “who might you be?”


The girl behind the bench shifted her eyes to him without moving her neck.


“I am her little sister, Misaka replies, quickly and precisely.”


“…”


What an odd way of talking, he mused, though he decided not to say it. There were too many people close to Kamijou who talked funny. He didn’t realize that he was one of them himself, though.


“But your name is ‘something Misaka,’ and your first name is Misaka? You’re not Misaka Misaka, you know. You normally put your given name there, right? Wouldn’t it get confusing if you went by Misaka at your house?”


“Well, Misaka’s name is Misaka, Misaka replies immediately.”


“…”


She can’t actually be named Misaka Misaka, but it seems there’s some weird, unspoken rules coming into play here.


Kamijou looked to Mikoto to throw him a life preserver, but he clammed up again when he saw her face. For some reason, she was silently glaring at her (apparently identical) younger sister.


“I-I see, you’re her little sister. Wow, you two look a lot alike. Could it be that your heights and weights are the same, too?”
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Mikoto had been staring at her little sister for a while.


“We’re identical on the genetic level, Misaka replies. Also, how rude he is to bring up the topic of body weight with a girl, she says to herself.”


Mikoto had been staring at her little sister for quite a while now.


“…” What a strange person, thought Kamijou. “If you’re the same on a genetic level, then that means you’re twins! Hmm. I’ve never seen identical twins before, but man, they really do look alike, huh? Anyway, what do you need, Miss Twin? Going home with your big sister?”


Mikoto had been staring at her little sister for a long, long while at this point.


“What a fresh mouth this flippant jerk has, Misaka thinks, but she swallows her true opinion and answers his question. Misaka detected an equivalent power in a zone six hundred meters in radius centered on Misaka, so I came to take a look…”


It seemed perfectly logical that similar abilities would appear for identical twins.


It was logical, but…Kamijou finally started to get scared of the look on Mikoto’s face.


That’s bad…Is she the kind of person who hates showing her family’s faces and stuff to her friends on parents’ day at school? he pondered.


“…There was a broken vending machine at the site, and you two are in possession of a large amount of juice. I never thought my sister would have a hand in petty theft, says Misaka, clucking her tongue.” Little Misaka was still standing straight and stiff. “What means have you used to win my sister over? inquires Misaka, just to be sure.”


She was placing him under strange suspicions, so there was no other choice but to continue the conversation.


“Hey, the principal offender here was her. I was just a bystander!”


“Making false claims constitutes a crime, answers Misaka. As a result of measuring the front of the vending machine via its reflectivity, I discovered that the most recent fingerprints left on it were yours, accuses Misaka with veritable proof.”


“You must be kidding! Lightning users can even figure that out?!”


“I am kidding, Misaka replies straightly.”


“…”


“…”


HELP ME, thought Kamijou, tugging on Mikoto’s shoulder but still looking at Little Misaka.


But no matter how long he waited, she didn’t say anything to her. That’s weird, he thought. I’ve only known her for ten minutes, but I can clearly tell that she’d just keep talking by herself even if no one asked her to. How is it possible that she’s keeping silent now that someone is saying bad stuff about her?


“…?”


Kamijou casually looked toward the girl in the seat next to him. Then…


“…You! Why the hell are you just loafing around in a place like this?!”


Suddenly, an angry yell exploded from Mikoto, who had been quiet until now.


Whoa! Kamijou nearly leaned back from the ear-splitting shout that cut them off. That shrill voice girls have pierced into his earholes and a sensation not unlike brain freeze assaulted him.


After the one mad outburst, she shut up again.


As if she was waiting for Little Misaka to reply.


They were enveloped by an empty silence, like the kind that happens after lightning strikes.


A blimp was wandering through the night sky. The big screen plastered on its side was repeating today’s news that a new computer virus called HDC.Cerberus was wreaking havoc on the Internet. The voice announcing it resounded cryptically.


Below all that, Little Misaka, still standing rigid as a pole, looked into Mikoto’s eyes with a dazed stare.


“If you must ask, I am in training right now, Misaka responds concisely.”


“Tra…”


Mikoto sucked in her breath like someone had hit her in the back, then turned her eyes away. She muttered something under her breath, but Kamijou didn’t catch it.


“??? In training? Did your sister enter Judgment or something?”


When someone with the rank of student hears the word training, Judgment is usually the thing that immediately comes to mind.


As one might have figured out from Mikoto’s power, abilities boast more capacity for casualties than a poorly handled knife. With more than 2.3 million espers in Academy City, there would, of course, be a specialized agency for dealing with the ones who go out of control.


There are two offices that suppress rampaging espers: the Anti-Skills, a force of teachers wielding next-generation weaponry, and Judgment, made up of espers elected from each of the schools.


Both the Anti-Skills and the members of Judgment are nothing more than run-of-the-mill teachers and students when one got right down to it. Because of that, however, they must sign nine contractual agreements, take thirteen different aptitude tests, and overcome four months of training before they’re able to call themselves professionals.


Mikoto clapped her hands together in front of her face and, for some reason, excellently averted her eyes from his. “Um. Ah, Judgment? Ah, yeah, that’s it. That’s what’s going on, so when things like this happen, I get in a bunch of trouble. A bunch. Or maybe a crunch?”
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