
  
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: Book Title Page]
      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright


      A Certain Magical Index NT


      VOLUME 6


      KAZUMA KAMACHI


      Translation by Alice Prowse


      Cover art by Kiyotaka Haimura


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


      SHINYAKU TOARU MAJUTSU NO INDEX Vol.6


      ©Kazuma Kamachi 2013


      Edited By Dengeki Bunko


      First published in Japan in 2013 by KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo.


      English translation rights arranged with KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo, through Tuttle-Mori Agency, Inc., Tokyo.


      English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


      Yen Press, LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


      Yen On


      150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


      New York, NY 10001


      Visit us at yenpress.com


      facebook.com/yenpress


      twitter.com/yenpress


      yenpress.tumblr.com


      instagram.com/yenpress


      First Yen On Edition: July 2026


      Edited by Yen On Editorial: Maya Deutsch, Ivan Liang


      Designed by Yen Press Design: Andy Swist


      Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


      The Yen On name and logo are trademarks of Yen Press, LLC.


      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


      Library of Congress Control Number: 2023042206


      ISBNs: 978-1-9753-8843-0 (paperback) 
978-1-9753-8844-7 (ebook)


      E3-20260506-JV-NF-ORI

    
  


  Contents


  Cover


  Insert


  Title Page


  Copyright


  ???


  Opening Party


  Chapter 5: Justice Surely Exists Everywhere: Black_to_Light.


  Interlude Four


  Chapter 6: Monster, Monster, Monster, Monster: All_Bad_Stars.


  Interlude Five


  Chapter 7: We Don’t Need to Be Protagonists: Girls_Battle_Talk.


  Chapter 8: The Simplest Composition in the World: One_on_One.


  Epilogue: Let Us Begin the Next Brawl: Next_Batter_Circle.


  Closing Party


  Afterword


  Yen Newsletter


  
    
      ???


      The power to slay the king of evil.


      Any hero would be happy to have such a thing.


      Not that they’d been born with a special power.


      But because they knew what to use their power for—and because the world at large approved of it.


      Therefore, they would never stray from their path. No matter how awesome the power they possessed, they would never be feared as a king of evil would be. Perhaps they would try to stray from their path or go down a different path in life. But the masses of common people would act as guardrails, blocking any alternative existence they could have had. It was rigid and constrained, yes. But at the same time, that path could be called a promise of stable, never-ending success.


      On the other hand.


      Very few people had everything laid out before them so easily. They might have talent. The conditions might be right for those talents to blossom. But most with power would never find anyone to tell them what they should use that power for or against whom it should be wielded.


      No goals.


      Only power.


      What would happen if such an existence was set loose in the outside world?


      What if that individual had enough power to kill a king of evil in the blink of an eye yet wielded that might indiscriminately and without direction?


      Ultimately, that is what this story boils down to.


      This is a tale of strife that spreads, deepens, and disperses, all because of one person who does not know why they even possess their power to begin with.

    
  


  
    
      OPENING PARTY


      The Ichihanaran Festival: a massive cultural festival involving the entirety of Academy City. As the city around him bustles in preparation for it, Touma Kamijou wakes up.


      “…Did Ollerus or Fiamma of the Right bring me back from Baggage City…?”


      Ollerus, the man who should have become a magic god, makes a declaration to Kamijou.


      “Gremlin doesn’t want to admit the science side won the war. By their logic, Imagine Breaker is nothing but an obstacle.”


      As Kamijou rallies his determination in advance of what’s sure to be a fierce battle, a shadow creeps closer. It’s a boy who calls himself Thor, and he reveals he is in charge of Gremlin’s direct combat activities here.


      “On one side, you’ve got Gremlin, led by Othinus. On the other, you’ve got Ollerus heading up a band of real monsters. Neither of them is up to any good, though. If they’re going after Fräulein Kreutune, then we’ve gotta rescue her.”


      Past records have this to say.


      Fräulein Kreutune is an unidentified individual who survived 308 trials by ordeal without a scratch. Ironically, this forced the judicial system of her time to arrive at a single conclusion: Her lack of wounds meant God had saved her. In other words, she is completely innocent—just a normal human.


      Shizuri Mugino has been cooking regularly in order to tune her prosthetic hand, as the task demands a variety of motions and different strengths.


      During one such occasion, she finds an unfamiliar cardboard box containing a bake-it-yourself kit on her doorstep. She goes through the instructions, conducting maintenance as usual, when…


      “Who the hell are you?”


      “Cendrillon. My physical body has gone through a lot—destruction, recreation, all that—so I figured out how to disassemble and reassemble myself.”


      Using remote-controlled refrigerator trucks loaded with bombs, a secret base of the underworld organization from which the Freshmen sprang, and a backdoor deliberately left behind by Bersi (also known as Kagun Kihara), Kamijou and Thor infiltrate the impenetrable Windowless Building, where Fräulein Kreutune is being held.


      However…


      “What the…? That wasn’t us. The armor plating got destroyed from inside…?!”


      “…Is that Fräulein Kreutune…?”


      Fräulein Kreutune hits Kamijou and Thor with an unidentified attack, then disappears into the Academy City nightscape.


      Meanwhile, Fremea Seivelun and Last Order have a mysterious encounter after they both get lost in town.


      “Stupid kid!!”


      “What did you say, you little kid?! says Misa—”


      In the blink of an eye, disturbances spread as Fräulein Kreutune wanders about, and Gremlin and Ollerus’s group both get moving.


      But what can Kamijou and Thor do about it?


      “We make them think this intel is a trap. If we put them both on high alert, they’ll have a harder time going after her, even if they know where she is. Meanwhile, we just have to break through this perimeter, find her, and get her to safety.”


      They use Thor’s disguising sorcery and the computers at school to make a fake wanted poster. By purposely posting it in view of Marianne Sringeneier, who has infiltrated Academy City, they successfully dupe her into keeping her guard up.


      “Next is Ollerus’s group.”


      “When Gremlin starts acting weird, they’ll catch on. If we can then pass on fake information to the spy they send out to investigate…”


      Kamijou gets moving on the diversionary tactic and catches the attention of a spy from Ollerus’s faction—one he recognizes.


      “Leivinia Birdway…!!!”


      “Move the toy. Now. We’re past the point of listening when one of us begs for mercy.”


      But when Anti-Skill suddenly intervenes, Kamijou is shot. As Leivinia Birdway does first aid on his wounds, she pulls out his student ID.


      “Touma Kamijou seems to be linked to Marianne Sringeneier. Gremlin is in School District 12. Now is our best chance to take them out.”


      “…She fell for it.”


      The leaders of Academy City’s underworld, seeing the difficulties inherent in retrieving Fräulein Kreutune, decide to deploy a Level Five esper under strict supervision to apprehend Fräulein Kreutune.


      “Mr. Teitoku Kakine, we Kiharas welcome the science you offer. Do as you will for as long as you wish—until the scenario the Kiharas envisioned lays in pieces.”


      “……”


      Meanwhile, Fräulein Kreutune encounters the two girls, Last Order and Fremea Seivelun. They both speak in turn.


      “Nyaa! Now we’re officially friends!!”


      “We traded contact information, so you may reach out to us whenever you wish! Says Misaka says Misaka, sticking her chest out proudly!”


      Though her unconventional means of sneaking into Academy City is largely a success, Cendrillon the sorceress is reborn a little smaller than she should be, thanks to Mugino making mistakes with the measurements. Nevertheless, she strikes out on her own to fulfill her goal of getting revenge on Gremlin.


      “…It will be nigh impossible to locate Gremlin’s main force, but if I look around where Touma Kamijou is…”


      On the road late at night, Shizuri Mugino finds something strange: a girl she killed once before.


      “Frenda…!!”


      “You may have moved on, but I sure as hell haven’t!!!”


      A program called Reading Thoth 78, an artificial intelligence built by the general chairman himself, has this to say:


      Frankly speaking, in order to absorb a large enough base of information to trigger an emergence, Fräulein Kreutune must devour Last Order’s brain and gain control over the Misaka network’s functions in under two hours.


      And so.


      Having been shot by Anti-Skill, Kamijou moves to the next phase of the plan to bring the problems to a resolution.


      More specifically, he needs to first escape from the hospital’s intensive care unit.


      “…I bought us time. But not much. We have to get Fräulein Kreutune safe and quick…”


      Schemes upon intentions upon plans.


      And those with them have all sprang into action.


      The Ichihanaran Festival’s preparatory period has ended, and the true celebration is about to begin.


      And incidentally, somewhere, a sister in white shouts, “Touma! Who on earth is that girl clinging to your back like that?!”

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5


      Justice Surely Exists Everywhere


      Black_to_Light.


      1


      Twelve thirty AM.


      School District 7. In front of a shared apartment.


      One of Shizuri Mugino’s eyelids twitched uncannily. Even now, as she stood here, an impossible sight stared back at her from farther along the dark road.


      A girl.


      Long, soft blond hair. Pale skin. Blue eyes. A short, delicate frame. The same beret as always. The same stockings covering her legs as always, along with a miniskirt.


      Frenda Seivelun.


      Mugino had personally sliced the girl in two, separating her into a top and bottom half. Frenda had once been a fellow member of the underworld organization Item, in which she was in charge of demolition work and the manufacturing of firearms.


      “Why the shocked face?”


      The lips of the girl who should be dead moved.


      With a familiar voice, with a familiar sigh, they formed words.


      “You do know how many strange and bizarre things this city has on offer, don’t you? I’m sure you do. Man, why didn’t you figure they could make replacements for obliterated organs? Or assumed they had some sort of super-evil tech to reuse someone’s body when their heart has stopped?”


      “……”


      “Well, that’s how it is. I sold myself to Academy City. To survive. It might sound extreme, but this body I’ve got? It’s a rental. I’ve gotta keep my nose to the grindstone if I want to keep using it—doing work for Academy City, that is. I don’t know any more than that. Man, I bet me standing in front of you like this is a huge benefit for someone or other, you know?”


      “……”


      “Man, what are you clamming up like that for? Guess your gut’s telling you this isn’t exactly a teary reunion. And it seems like it’s really not. I guess I was the right card to play at the moment. I don’t know who it’s helping, but if they’re letting me get back at you, well, that suits me just fine.”


      A smirk.


      Grinning, Frenda walked slowly toward Mugino. She had something in her hand. A device—it looked like stationery, like correction tape. In reality, it was a type of bomb meant for incinerating walls and doors in order for people to raid buildings.


      And naturally…


      …it was clear as day what would happen if she stuck it on a person and ignited it.


      “What’s your move? Will you kill me again?”


      The question was piercing.


      One step. Two steps. Three steps.


      Frenda had to understand the risks inherent in directly approaching Mugino, whose ability, Meltdown, had made her the fourth-ranked Level Five in the city. Nevertheless, Frenda advanced without hesitation or fear.


      It was almost as if…


      …she knew from the start that she would face no attack.


      “You can’t, can you? Man. Well, I read your file. I had a metal-as-heck revival, but it looks like you’ve gone soft, haven’t you? You would have killed me without a second thought before. But now I’ve taken three steps toward you. I can see the hesitation and fear all over your face.”


      There was a mere fifty centimeters of separation between them.


      Frenda came closer, until their noses were almost touching. A smile spread across her face.


      “But that means it’s okay, yeah? Man, that means it’s okay—for me to kill you. Ha-ha! You had your turn, so now I have mine? Is that what you’re thinking? That won’t wash away your sins, you know. But if you can’t bring yourself to do it, that’s all right. And if I’m wrong, then fine.”


      She whispered.


      It was as if she was about to bite down on the center of her face.


      Frenda spoke slowly.


      “Now die.”


      She said that.


      She stuck the correction tape–looking device to Mugino’s stomach.


      In a horizontal line, as if in retaliation.


      She tried to blow the girl’s upper and lower body to smithereens.


      But right before she could…


      Grr-zzzrrrkkk!!!!!!


      Without batting an eyelid, without any hesitation whatsoever, Shizuri Mugino blew Frenda’s right arm to bits.


      There was a flash of light.


      A stunning glow drove away the deep night, unleashed with extreme fury.


      Strictly speaking, they were electrons.


      A power that could maintain electrons in their purest form, as neither particles nor waves. By taking advantage of the electrons’ impenetrability, one could rip apart a target and burn it to a crisp. It was a high-velocity wave/particle cannon.


      Meltdown.


      Struck directly by the power classified as the fourth greatest in Academy City, Frenda’s right arm—along with the correction tape–like device—was reduced to ash. Frenda screamed, flung into a tailspin.


      No.


      That was wrong.


      “G​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​?!”


      Mugino scowled slightly at the writhing girl’s scream. It was like a shrill electronic noise had abruptly interrupted a phone conversation.


      “Ugh. I got so used to it that I totally forgot. So that’s how you’re doing it.”


      She saw blinding specks of light flash on and off in her vision.


      Mugino twisted her face even more as the sharp headache hit; it felt like someone had pulled a string taut between her left and right temples. But she continued.


      “One of my eyes is a high-spec prosthetic. Hack into it electronically, and someone would be able to show me things that don’t exist.”


      “Ah, abah, ababahbaba-ahbahababa-habahbahbah—”


      “Hmm. I doubt they’d be able to hack my ears, though. This better not be some stupid trick with a voice changer.”


      She covered her prosthetic eye with a hand, but the illusion didn’t go away. In fact, even after shutting both eyes, she could still see Frenda quite clearly against the total darkness.


      At that point, having finally realized something was happening, her fellow underworlder Saiai Kinuhata came along. The girl of around twelve frowned.


      “Umm… Why are you messing around with some middle-aged guy?”


      “Oh. He’s some old dude? My eye got hacked. I couldn’t tell. They tried to make him look like Frenda.”


      “Well, I guess I’m not super surprised. Frenda definitely had a look that would go over well with geezers.”


      “An old man with a penchant for cross-dressing… He must be pretty pent up.”


      Mugino sighed, completely done with all this.


      “…Anyway, they’re really losing that underworld touch they used to have. You’d think they would make this guy a decoy and send one of their other friends around here, too, like some kind of awful prank. Right?”


      “Bababa, bababababababababababa, bah-wah?!”


      Clutching the stump of her lost arm with her other hand, Frenda (?) fell onto her backside and tried to scramble away. Mugino couldn’t tell if her assailant had actually lost his arm or if he was even in the same position as Frenda appeared to be.


      The assailant shrieked, his voice’s volume unstable, not quite that of a pretty young girl or a middle-aged old man.


      “Ba, bah-hoo, bah!!! B-but why?! Damn it! Why?! Your file said you—you got out of the underworld… Y-you live in peace now, so you can’t you can’t, you shouldn’t be able to kill…!!!”


      “Kinuhata, I’ve got no idea what this guy is saying. Can you translate?” said Mugino.


      “Beats me. I don’t think I’ll ever understand all the junk losers say.”


      “You—you made up…owww…with Hamazura and the others, right? Bah-hoo… You made up, and you live normally in the same world now! You decided that!!! So how?! Why…?!”


      “Oh. So that’s what you’re hung up on.”


      Mugino scratched her head. She was just about fed up.


      “Hamazura will be just fine.”


      “…Huh?”


      “If I make trouble, we’ll fight. With our lives on the line, probably. We’ll really try to kill each other. But it’ll work out. Doesn’t matter how many I kill or how much I destroy—there’s always gonna be a nice, happy ending with lots of smiles and whatever. That’s what all my prior experience tells me.”


      With a shudder, the air around them, the mood itself, immediately froze.


      Unknown rules, ones that didn’t exist on this Earth, began to spread over their surroundings, covering them.


      “Same with those fights with Item and School and whatever. And when we duked it out in the District 23 underground. And also when we saw each other in the worst part of the fighting during World War III. Hamazura’s gonna be fine. No matter what, he’ll always forgive me in the end.”


      Kinuhata sighed, just out of sight of Mugino. They didn’t know who this guy was with, but he’d fundamentally misunderstood something.


      A happy ending didn’t put a stop to death and violence forever.


      A happy ending could even be grotesque or psychedelic, depending on how you took it.


      And.


      One couldn’t afford to mistake the sensibilities of Shizuri Mugino for those of a common person.


      A monster was a monster.


      No reconciliation would immediately and completely change a monster’s very nature.


      Number Four smiled very, very thinly. “More importantly, Academy City is full of the strange and bizarre.”


      “…?”


      “One arm and one eye blown away. My entire body charred. Some of my organs smoked from the inside. And yet here I am—alive. So there’s no need to worry. Nobody’s going to die from four or five Meltdown shots. At least, not in this city.”


      “Bah, bah-oogh!!! Babh-bahhhhh-babababababababababababababababa-ahh-bababa-bababababa-aah-baaah-babababababababababa-baah-baaaaah-baaah-babababa?!”


      The assailant disguised as Frenda practically frothed at the mouth as he turned to Kinuhata. A desperate plea was on his face. But Kinuhata just shrugged in resignation.


      The only real-life raft she could toss the guy, if she wanted to, was this: “Just, uh, don’t kill him, all right, Mugino?”


      “Unfortunately, that still leaves me with a lot of wiggle room. Phew. Technological innovation has some really dark sides, doesn’t it?”


      A flash of light went off.


      Several of them. Like camera flashes. Like nearby thunderbolts.


      Once they were finished, the two girls dragged the now-tattered assailant (a more specific description was best avoided) to the front of an unknown research facility and dropped him there. On the way back, Mugino and Kinuhata had a relaxed chat.


      “I wonder who that guy was?”


      “It just goes to show that the city’s full of totally wacko stuff today—just like every other day.”


      The two of them were, as always, in perfect form.


      But Hamazura would probably start to cry if he saw any of this, so they decided to keep it a secret from him.


      2


      Strange.


      Anti-Skill officer Aiho Yomikawa finally realized something was off a few hours after the date had changed.


      She parked her on-loan special vehicle on the shoulder of the road, then contacted her colleagues using the onboard radio.


      “Sumomo, Kurumi, Hakutou? You noticing this?”


      “You could say that.”


      “Should we switch bands to keep this on the down-low?”


      “I don’t know. They’re being pretty obvious about it. Do they think they can get out of our web that easily?”


      …They thought they’d understood Anti-Skill’s objective. She and the others had been deployed on an emergency basis to chase down someone who had destroyed the Windowless Building’s outer wall and fled. That was the entire point of having their desk workers scraping together every last piece of information from the city, whether it was relevant or not. So why…?


      “It’s almost funny how abruptly our intel stream got suspended.”


      “Feels like we let the fish off the hook. Or maybe someone underwater removed the hook.”


      “Hey, um, I think maybe this isn’t the best thing to be talking about on an official band! Considering who would be able to pull off tricks like this, well…”


      “Kurumi, you’re not exactly helping with that here… Then again, yeah, this does smell of someone on the inside manipulating information.”


      Strictly speaking, they hadn’t been cut off from all information. They were all still getting instructions for pursuing, well, whoever it was.


      But in fishing terms, they hadn’t reeled in a single thing. It felt like they’d spotted a school of fish using a detection device, then were intentionally ordered to cast their lines somewhere they would get no bites.


      “…What about satellite imagery? Anything from the security robots?”


      “Nothing from both sources. Someone’s gotta be out there, but they’re as hidden as a pimple on a pinup girl’s face.”


      “Past investigation reports?”


      “Umm, the server is taking a really, really long time to respond… Could this be a sign they’re destroying files under the guise of a computer malfunction?”


      Yomikawa sucked her teeth in annoyance. Then she immediately continued, “Sumomo, Hakutou, get to the office posthaste. Grab every paper report you can find. If you can’t do that, then at least get the temp cache out of the copiers.”


      “That’s a big ole ten-four, buddy. But wouldn’t they have set it up so they’ll get there first?”


      “…Kurumi, you’re with me. We’ll dig right into whoever gets in Sumomo or Hakutou’s way.”


      “Um, sure, but couldn’t they be listening in on our conversation right now?”


      “Maybe. But then we’re rattling their nerves by declaring war outright.”


      Slamming the gearshift harder than she needed to, Yomikawa took off in her special vehicle.


      …Of course, it surely wouldn’t be that easy.


      Despite the honest prediction, however, she wouldn’t abandon her pursuer’s fangs. She may have been chased to the wings as a side character, but she still had the right to bite down on the flank of her prey.
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      It was before dawn.


      There was a wet squelch.


      “…? …???”


      The woman pressed her white palm against the wall. Her skinny arm bent strangely, holding up the woman’s weight. The axis through the center of her body seemed wobbly and distorted, as though she might deflate like an opened balloon at any moment.


      It was Fräulein Kreutune.


      Placing one hand against the wall of the building to support herself, she covered half her face with her other hand. Her two eyeballs squirmed and writhed unnaturally, but powerful doubts were written on her face.


      Her breath was hot. For a long time, she’d felt like something was caught in her throat. Itchiness sprang into a certain kind of tube in her body. She couldn’t shake the feeling of something being inside her that wasn’t supposed to be, like a delicate spider’s web stretched around her bowels.


      Not enough.


      Fräulein Kreutune’s thought processes were less like a primate’s, capable of producing complex emotions, and more like an insect’s, which made every choice a simple matter of yes or no. Hot or cold? Bitter or sweet? Wet or dry? Thousands upon thousands of such questions overlapped, making her appear to, as it were, have complex thoughts and emotions—akin to how advanced dialogue programming was actually just a string of ones and zeroes.


      Bzt-bzt-bzt-bzt-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-br-bzzzt-bzzt-bzzzt!!! Like a series of breaker switches all flipping at once, Fräulein Kreutune’s simple judgments piled up and up.


      The combination of vast quantities of yes-no questions caused a single thought to rise to her mind.


      Not enough.


      There was a squelch.


      The walls and ground of the back alley she was in were covered with a strange, unknown liquid. Her supporting hand slipped, and she tumbled, crashing onto the road. But even after she fell on her face, with her abnormally long silver hair sprawling about her head, the yes-no questions continued.


      Eyeballs peered out of the gaps in her hair, swiveling back and forth at an incredible speed.


      Only the short whooshing of air could be heard, escaping her lips as though from a broken flute.


      And then…


      “It’s not like it matters or anything, but an eight-year-old making it through the night on a park bench just because she was tired?! This country is so safe it gives me the creeps!!!”


      “…Hamazura, if she went to sleep because she’s tired, doesn’t that mean her dental health is in danger again?”


      With a clattering of hasty footsteps, two people—a man and a woman—entered the alley… Actually, three people, strictly speaking. A snoring little girl rode on the back of the man with dyed hair.


      Shiage Hamazura.


      Rikou Takitsubo.


      Fremea Seivelun.


      At first, they didn’t seem to notice Fräulein Kreutune lying in a heap in the alley, likely because there was little light in the alleyway.


      “Hmm? What the heck?! Did someone get rip-roaring drunk or what?!”


      “I almost stepped on her.”


      That was why they carelessly approached. It wasn’t the right move.


      Crrr-kk. Crrr-kk crrr-kk. As Fräulein Kreutune lay face down, long hair sprawled out, her ten fingers squirmed like insect legs. Her lips, hidden behind her bangs, vibrated. Melted. Spread. Thinly, very thinly—to the side, then more to the side, her rows of white teeth gleaming like saw edges.


      While it hadn’t been made public, of course, a few people had received a report that went something like this:


      Having sensed the need, Fräulein Kreutune had acquired the ability to devour the brains of others.


      Squirm.


      A monster? A wild animal? Deserving one of those descriptions, at least, the woman slowly got to her feet. Strangely hot breath pushed out of her lips in tiny, quick exhalations.


      Only then did Hamazura finally knit his brow in confusion.


      But it was too late.


      With a motion that was less walking and more her flinging her body weight forward, Fräulein Kreutune decisively closed the distance between her, Hamazura, and Takitsubo, reaching so close that one could call it point-blank range.


      And then.


      Slide…


      With her body pressed up against the concrete wall, she passed right by them.


      With an oddly wet-sounding series of squelches, Fräulein Kreutune made her exit.


      “…?”


      Hamazura unconsciously turned around.


      He then realized he couldn’t remember why he’d turned to look that way.


      However.


      His brow was slick with sweat. In the chilly predawn air, several beads had formed. As Hamazura felt them sliding down the bridge of his nose and onto his cheeks, he finally realized something strange had happened to his body.


      His shoulders trembled.


      His knees knocked together.


      The center of his body, that absolutely crucial axis that maintained balance, had been shaken, rattled to a terrifying extent.


      As Fräulein Kreutune passed, taking over ten seconds, he breathed not a single time.


      It was almost like he’d been tossed into a cage with a wild animal.


      “What…what was that…?”


      He had a question. Fundamentally, he was asking who that woman collapsed in the alley had been.


      But as she left…


      …she’d murmured something, exhaling air in a strangely warm puff. His question was about that, too.


      These were the words that had slipped into Hamazura’s ears.


      “…Not this one.”


      4


      “How awful.”


      It was dawn, and inside the building, the windows were shut up, preventing any light from streaming into the space where Sylvia the saint stood. She wore a work apron, a thick coat, and pants, and a pair of industrial goggles sat on her forehead. But for some reason, the whole getup screamed “maid” when taken in all at once.


      This was School District 12, which consisted of many religious facilities.


      The building itself was just an ordinary high-rise, but it lacked any entrances. Its floor was covered with tightly packed small stones, though most of this was taken up by a wooden Buddhist temple. The school was not, however, a specifically Buddhist facility. On another floor was a magnificent cathedral, and on yet another, a Japanese shrine was ensconced with a giant torii at the entrance.


      “Simply awful. Never before has someone swung so hard yet missed by so much.”


      Sylvia sounded appalled as she reeled in a long laundry rope with a snap of her wrist.


      “Really just an unpleasant way to set things up.”


      That comment, plus a sigh, had come from Brunhild Eichtbel. In contrast to Sylvia, she wore a long dress with pants underneath, plus modern-looking protectors that covered her hands, feet, and chest. All in all, she looked like a woman clad in armor. Coupled with the wings on her head, this suggested a Valkyrie from Norse mythology.


      She, too, was a saint.


      Between them alone, these two girls had the power to obliterate this stronghold of sorcery, remodeled as it was from a religious fortress, and the rest of the city along with it.


      “The place is built with micron-level precision, yet it doesn’t actually have a single sorcery symbol. It’s a mock-up, nothing more—made to figure out what cycles and patterns are most efficient for bringing in people and collecting money from them.”


      “Oh? I think it was actually built with incredible care. A creepy amount of care.”


      Sylvia shrugged, moving brightly enough to make one forget about the near-total lack of illumination in the room.


      “They’ve drawn a very clear line in the sand to prevent science and sorcery from ever encroaching on each other’s territory. It’s like crossing a minefield barefoot—though not stepping on a single one actually seems more unnatural to me.”


      “Any sign of Marianne Sringeneier?”


      “There were no traps when we stormed in, remember? There’s your answer.”


      Sylvia and Brunhild both looked in the same direction. A short girl with blond hair was standing over there.


      “……”


      Leivinia Birdway.


      The one who had plucked Touma Kamijou’s student notebook from his pocket and given them this information in the first place.


      She was also the boss of Dawn-Colored Sunlight, one of the largest sorcerer’s societies in the United Kingdom, which was famous for being a nation of sorcery. Established theories about saints being much more powerful than everyone else didn’t apply to her. Leivinia might not hold a candle to Sylvia and Brunhild in a fair contest of strength, but she had the wit and skills to construct bypasses to take them down.


      She was a monster, but Sylvia was plain with her. “We’ve been outfoxed, haven’t we?”


      “…Maybe. When I heard this was the only school district with religious facilities in it, I thought there was a chance. But wax food samples won’t fill our stomachs. Anyway, that little brat… I see he’s grown up enough to pull a fast one in a dangerous situation.”


      “Hey, don’t get your panties in a wad. You constantly deceived him and took advantage of him. And now he gets you back for once, and you can’t handle it? But I guess I get why you’d be freaking out. That awful surprise attack stole your chance to apologize to him.”


      “I’ve got a slap that could sink battleships locked and loaded. You want some?”


      Either way, the info in Kamijou’s student notebook had been a ploy.


      Marianne Sringeneier of Gremlin was not here.


      Quietly, Brunhild asked, “What’s our next move?”


      “Well, we need to question everything, starting way back with the possibility that Kamijou and Marianne are even linked at all… But he must have had a reason for wanting us to think that. He lied to me to keep us away from something. What do you think it is?”


      “…Starting from way back. I see.”


      “There’s something here we would run into if he hadn’t kept us away from it. So if we play by established rules, we might just find something very interesting.”
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      Eight AM.


      Everyone had just been freed from their work for the Ichihanaran Festival. The air of the festival was electric; its countless open campuses and trial enrollment experiences were said to be directly linked to school application rates. This was the crucial moment when everyone exploded into a full-on sprint toward whatever school they were interested in.


      “Noooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo-oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo-ooooooooo!!”


      And at that moment, Mikoto Misaka was fleeing as fast as she possibly could.


      It was no less than a trick of fate. Kuroko Shirai was supposed to have used her teleportation ability to distract and confuse so that she could head for that idiot’s high school in perfect condition. She wouldn’t have to worry about anyone teasing her or sparking any unnecessary conflict. The setup was perfect. But a single coincidence had sent a wrecking ball through her plans.


      Without further ado, the thing that actually happened:


      A random encounter with Academy City’s number five esper, who was standing in front of the very high school Mikoto was heading to for a trial experience [image: image]!


      “Why, though…? Why would I bump into that awful, despicable Number Five here? Now?! In this situation?!?!?!”


      Number Five. Foremost among the espers whose abilities affected the mind was a girl called Mental Out—a girl who happened to attend Tokiwadai Middle School, just like Mikoto. Number Five was head of the school’s biggest faction, while Mikoto—Number Three—wasn’t interested in the factions at all. They were two contrasting giants, frequently the topic of conversation for one reason or another.
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      …Mostly “who would win” fights! Mental attacks versus physical attacks, organized versus solitary, long hair versus short hair, huge boobs versus flat chest!!! They just say whatever the heck they want, and Number Five plays right into it! She’s mental in more ways than one, and I can’t keep up with it! Not that I actually care about that last one or anything, though!!!


      Naturally, they didn’t get along.


      Naturally, they didn’t think alike.


      If someone with whom she would normally smash foreheads and glare at caught wind that Mikoto had come, nervous and on edge, for a high school trial experience… Well, she didn’t even have to think about what that cunning Number Five would do.


      “Ahhh!!! She’s controlling the people around us to chase me!!!”


      Rustle, rustle, rustle, rsh-rsh-rsh-rsh-rsh!!! With motions somehow reminiscent of insects, people of all ages and genders began to pursue Mikoto.


      One older man with a comb-over—she couldn’t tell if he was an office worker or a high school teacher—called after her like a digital voice recorder playing back a sound clip.


      “Hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee. My, my. I didn’t realize you’d gotten so maidenly, Misaka. Food poisoning, perhaps? I can’t think of any other reason why you, of all people, would make a face like that… Heh-heh-heh.”


      Mikoto couldn’t help but yell back, despite knowing the man was just a poor victim.


      “I’ll blast you to heck, you stupid old fart!!!”


      The girl wanted to catch Mikoto and mess with her until she was on the ground but didn’t like to act personally.


      Mikoto was so sick and tired of the way Number Five thought.


      That said.


      She didn’t have the time to get mixed up with Number Five’s awful interests, and even if she did, she would have given that time up. As Mikoto crossed an overpass, she jumped over the railing. She fell, manipulating magnetic forces in such a way that she seemed to be hanging by an invisible rope, swinging swiftly down below the bridge.


      It was perhaps over a hundred times more intense than jumping from a bucking bronco.


      Mikoto’s small body shot off the overpass with a shh-bang, and she glided some two hundred meters or so without touching the ground. Controlling magnetic forces again, she slowed her velocity before landing, planting her feet on the lid of a metal dumpster.


      Bang! Bang! The noise echoed loudly.


      “Crap. Crap… I’ve gotta throw her off my trail,” she murmured, jumping off the dumpster.


      Just then, she frowned.


      …Wait. Why would Number Five be over there at all anyway???


      That was strange, but she couldn’t come up with an answer.


      If she dallied, the distance her acrobatics had gained her would shrink again. Now that her pursuer had lost sight of her, she had to break free for good.


      After Mikoto left…


      Skree. There was the sound of a badly fitted door opening.


      It was the lid of the metal dumpster she’d landed on.


      “…What was that?”


      It was Kamijou—he was the one who had opened the lid and was now looking around. He’d been wearing his operating gown when he escaped the hospital, but now he had on a simple pair of pants and a shirt.


      You couldn’t necessarily make the costumes needed for cafés or haunted houses from nothing. One way to do it was to buy a whole bunch of shirts and pants at cheap prices from western clothing stores, then modify them into your required outfit.


      But not all these attempts would entirely work out. The dumpsters next to schools generally contained plenty of cheap articles of clothing that students had failed to modify.


      He wanted to chase Fräulein Kreutune, but he wouldn’t be able to if Anti-Skill and Judgment could spot him from a mile away.


      Instead, he had first changed from his operating gown into a very basic shirt-and-pants combo. While walking all over in search of Fräulein Kreutune and Thor, he kept going out of his way whenever he spotted a dumpster, hoping he would find discarded clothes that were still nearly brand-new in order to put together an outfit that would make him look less suspicious.


      Out of the blue, however, there had been a meteor shower of bangs and clangs overhead.


      He’d just opened the dumpster’s lid to peek outside, so if he hadn’t dived right back in, he could have experienced exactly what it was like to be put to the guillotine.


      “…Actually, what about Fräulein Kreutune? Her outfit isn’t exactly inconspicuous, either.”


      Grabbing a nearby varsity jacket, Kamijou slipped out of the dumpster. After checking his surroundings, he donned the jacket and headed for a major road.


      That stings… Ugh. The blood from my side better not start seeping through.


      And fortunately, he went in the exact opposite direction from the one Mikoto had disappeared toward.
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      Last Order wouldn’t eat her breakfast.


      “Mr. Guardian?”


      “…Don’t drop everything in my lap, woman…”


      Kikyou Yoshikawa and Accelerator were having a conversation in the dining room in their apartment. The place’s owner, Aiho Yomikawa, hadn’t come home; she’d been out since yesterday. The Ichihanaran Festival had thrown off her regular schedule, so maybe she was still on some overnight security detail.


      As for Last Order, she’d pushed her fried egg plate toward Accelerator and her unadorned toast plate toward Yoshikawa.


      “Today’s the Ichihanaran Festival!!! declares Misaka declares Misaka, putting her hands on her hips!!!”


      “Don’t care. Stop being a pain and eat your damn food.”


      “Gyahhh! Nooo, the potato salad is all having an avalanche onto Misaka’s plate, says Misaka says Misa—”


      “Yes, yes. What about the Ichihanaran Festival? Well, it doesn’t matter. Wolf down some of that corn soup, too, all right?”


      Another soprano “gyahhh” pierced the apartment air, so early in the morning.


      Last Order looked teary-eyed at the suddenly stacked plate in front of her. “The Ichihanaran Festival is the day all the schools put on cultural festivals, right? says Misaka says Misaka. So I wanna go to all kinds of food stalls at lots of schools and try their trial experiences, too, says Misaka says Misaka, announcing her plans for the day! So I have to go in with an empty stomach!!! says Misaka says Mi—”


      “Oh, the Ichihanaran Festival. Hey, Last Order, I told you before—no dissecting your bell peppers, all right? As a penalty, you’ll be drowning in them. Here.”


      “Nwooohhh!!! I said all my reasons, but you’re still playing the ‘reverse starvation tactic’ card! cries Misaka cries Misaka, distressed over her first-world problem!!!”


      Keeping one eye on Last Order as she wailed, Accelerator gave a slight sigh.


      After thinking for a second, he turned to Yoshikawa. “Hey, Yoshikawa.”


      “Drowning, drowning—hmm? What is it?”


      “What are we gonna do about this kid going to school anyway?”


      “Hmm. I’m not sure.” Yoshikawa exhaled, not seeming to care much. “You’re top secret information, too, but at least you have a public position, since you’re registered as number one in the city and all. Last Order is top secret in that she doesn’t even have a city ID to begin with. The manufacturing of clones using somatic cells is banned under international law, so going through the normal channels to get a city scandal into school when she isn’t supposed to exist will be very difficult.”


      “……”


      “That said, while Last Order is her own individual, she’s also part of the ego of the Misaka network, a collective. Information exchange within the Misaka network can make up for short-term and long-term emotional stimulation from group activity, so I don’t think the situation is that dire.”


      She always puts on her scientist hat for these things, thought Accelerator without saying it.


      The pursuit of efficiency and rationality. He knew exactly where that led. Education for gifted children. A single desk in a vast classroom. A world where the voices in the hallway of those your own age were treated as only static. It would be an understatement to say such a world was not a happy one.


      Yoshikawa was trying to abandon the path of a scientist and start on that of an educator, but she’d said something once before: that she didn’t have the right. And in a way, she was on point; the concepts of useless things, of extra things were relatively foreign to her. She might be able to teach her students to get perfect marks on tests, but that could end up being all her students were good at.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Nothing. I got nothin’ to say. I’m sure you know what you’re gonna have to overcome anyway.”


      “?”


      Yoshikawa looked at him in blank confusion, but Accelerator wasn’t the type to help people out in conversations.


      Instead, he said to Last Order, “Eat the rest of your dinner. Then we’ll go out.”


      “Gee-nyaaahhh! Misaka’s empty-stomach strategy has been ruined already… Huh? Going out? asks Misaka asks Misaka, cocking her head.”


      “Not for you… I need a pair of winter boots. If we pass any schools on the way to the store, you’re free to stop by.”


      Last Order and Yoshikawa fell silent.


      It took about a second and a half.


      The first to act was, unsurprisingly, Last Order. She bolted to her feet, then tried to stretch her tiny body to the limit.


      “Then we should strike while the iron is hot, which is kind of a difficult expression, and dash there at full speed! says Misa—”


      “Accelerator, grab the scruff of her neck! Now, please!!!”


      Working together, they restrained Last Order before she charged ahead to instantly get herself lost again.
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      Eventually, the fracture in her bone healed, and she got to say good-bye to that onerous cast.


      Partly because of how liberating that felt, Misaka Worst had been immersed in out-of-control nighttime partying lately. Because this girl with short brown hair in a stark-white ao dai was a focused extraction of only the malicious parts from the Misaka network, the information network connecting almost ten thousand clones’ brains, however, it was only natural for her to have such inclinations.


      And so…


      “Kuro-nyaaaaaan. If you’re not doing anything else, let’s hang out!”


      “Noooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo​oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo​oooooooooooooooo???!!!”


      On a well-trafficked pedestrian bridge, Misaka Worst suddenly looped her arm around the shoulders of Umidori Kuroyoru, a twelve-year-old girl with mean-looking eyes, as if she were a street punk harassing the kid. Kuroyoru screamed.


      She was a Level Four esper who could control nitrogen—and a cyborg, as parts of her body were mechanized. But that mechanization was working against her at the moment, since Misaka Worst could control electricity.


      To make matters worse, she couldn’t activate Bomber Lance at the moment, thanks to the terminals connected to the insides of her arms being plugged up with chewing gum.


      In other words, she was a sitting duck.


      “Whatcha eating? Taiyaki with cheese in it? Man. I got some cotton candy. Big mistake. Look, my hands are all sticky now. Guess I shouldn’t have expected any craftsmanship from a little kid,” said Misaka Worst.


      “…Why are you talking to me like we’re friends, you nitwit? Since when did we have anything to talk about?”


      “Huh? Aren’t we both on the no-friends team? Let’s get along!”


      “Now you’re making me the character with no friends?! That’s outrageous! How dare you lump the central pillar of the Freshmen into that category!!!”


      “If you keep trying to give me the cold shoulder, I’ll just have to bring out the big guns to really make us friends. You know, petting your head with my hands—which are sticky with cotton candy, by the way.”


      “You’re a demon! I don’t sense any friendliness from you whatsoever!”


      Misaka Worst yawned, not bothering to cover her mouth, her arm still around Kuroyoru’s shoulders; going out late so often was starting to get to her.


      “While I was out on the streets at night, I learned a bunch of lame shit, like how to con people or drive a car. But I just don’t understand what it’s like to be friends with someone. So gimme some life experience, will you?”


      “…Aren’t you a military clone? A violation of international law? You sure you should even be going around in public?”


      “Don’t care. Someone’s probably worried about it, but it sure as hell ain’t me.”


      Then, from the other side of the pedestrian bridge, another girl walked up.


      She had short hair and wore the uniform of Tokiwadai Middle School, which was renowned for its Ability Development.


      But she wasn’t the original Mikoto Misaka. She was number 10032 of the Sisters, a group of clones made for military use—and her nickname was Little Misaka.


      For some reason, one of her loafers was off, and she was carrying it in her hand.


      Kuroyoru spat her next words. “Look. There’s a friend for you.”


      “Ugh, I hate the neat and tidy time so much. And I don’t wanna talk to anyone with eyes like mud.”


      “…Literally none of what you’re saying tells me you actually want to be friends with me.”


      Ignoring Kuroyoru’s pointed stare, Misaka Worst waggled her cotton candy stick at Little Misaka. “Yo. Whatcha up to? Glad to see you haven’t stopped being a total weirdo.”


      “I was resting on a bench with my shoes off when a black cat went inside one, reports Misaka.”


      They looked inside Little Misaka’s school loafer, and there was indeed a black kitten nestled within. Little Misaka turned it upside down and shook it a little, but the cat stayed put. It must have dug its claws into her shoe.


      Black cats tend to be pretty jumpy, but today it wore a brazen expression that almost said: This is my home now, and I’m not leaving!


      Misaka Worst cocked her head. “Couldn’t you just use an iron claw and drag it out of there?”


      “Eat shit, no friends, spits Misaka at the wicked woman.”


      They were controlled by the greater single will of the Misaka network, though, so strictly speaking, Little Misaka could still have opinions like those.


      Misaka Worst brushed it off. “Three people still isn’t enough, though. Wonder if there’s someone else around who has some free time.”


      She glanced around and spotted an extremely tired, fed-up face.


      It belonged to a girl named Saiai Kinuhata.


      And her expression was aimed less at Misaka Worst and Little Misaka and more at Kuroyoru.


      “Huh? What’s this now? She’s giving that ‘who might they be’ vibe way too hard. Muddy eyes if I’ve ever seen ’em, nyaa.”


      People in shady businesses learned, on their own, how to use their whole field of vision.


      Anyone who kept glancing around would come off as very suspicious, so professionals who wanted to avoid being asked about their job or being patted down steered clear of doing such things. And a person’s field of vision was broader than most believed. They learned how to use their effective range of nearly 160 degrees from end to end, piecing together information from things like cell phone cases, show windows, plastic bottles, and the side mirrors of parked cars to keep an eye on all of their surroundings, including directly behind them, while only making very minimal movements.


      But if you had a grasp of those sorts of table manners, you could also learn how to spot others doing it.


      The people examining their surroundings via this method might be ever so slightly unfocused, or they might not react nearly enough to the engine of a car in their blind spot or an alarm bell. And those people warranted caution.


      When Misaka Worst used the term “eyes like mud,” it was her way of describing that particular characteristic.


      Incidentally, most of the Sisters tended to neglect putting in such effort despite living in the professional world, since they received information from the Misaka network as soon as anything happened.


      Kinuhata looked as though she was staring at vomit splattered all over a train platform.


      “…Hmm. Did a bunch of villains all decide to form, like, their own little band?”


      “Oh yeah, perfect. As long as I’m with characters as shady as you, I can let my hair down and really enjoy the Ichihanaran Festival.”
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      Fremea Seivelun woke up. She was on Shiage Hamazura’s back.


      “Mmnh… Huh?! Hamazura, where have you been?! Anyway, it’s so much trouble when little kids like you get lost, nyaa-nyaa!!!”


      “Ow! Let go of my hair! You gave us the slip all night long. We found you snoring away on a park bench. No eight-year-old brat who does that has the right to lecture me!”


      Specifically, Fremea had been sleeping in the plaza in front of a District 7 station; she lived in a student dormitory in District 13. While you’d normally just take the train to get between the two districts, as they were right next to each other, their group was still walking on a road in District 7.


      Rikou Takitsubo, the girl in a pink tracksuit walking next to Hamazura, let her vacant gaze drift around. Eventually, an airship with a big screen on it caught her eye.


      “…Hamazura, it says the trains are still stopped.”


      “Damn. A rare animal really must have escaped…”


      As part of the Ichihanaran Festival program, some school or other had apparently tried to turn itself into a zoo by gathering up rare pets from the city. But then during morning homeroom, a really big one got out of its cage while they were moving it, went down onto some train tracks, and caused a huge panic. That was the story, at least.


      “Well, we’re walking along the tracks now. But we might just get to District 13 before the trains start back up again, at this rate.”


      “And there’s no buses, either.”


      “Yeah, but isn’t that because they cut down on the number of them? You know, so people can get from one school to another more efficiently?”


      Fremea let out a weird noise from her place on Hamazura’s back. “Nyaa. Anyway, I’m hungry.”


      “…That’s not important right now. What’s important is you thinking up an excuse to tell your dorm manager. They’re gonna be furious with you. Well, they’ll be furious with us, too, I guess. Super furious, in fact.”


      “Break!!! Fast!!!!!!”


      “H-hey, quit it, stupid!!! My hair isn’t grass! Ack—don’t make a young dude like me worry about going bald!!!”


      Hamazura figured they might as well at least do some window-shopping at the stalls at one school or another, but it was an odd time of the day, where not everything might be open yet.


      Starting to feel a sense of defeat, he charged into a beef bowl place with plenty of breakfast options.


      “Grilled salmon! I want the grilled salmon meal!!! And for the toppings, you can get really thick natto or seaweed salad or grated jumbo daikon radish or a small bowl of pickled vegetables or mango or pudding, huh…? Very well, it shall be a feast! Nyaa, nyaa!”


      “Fremea, you’re supposed to choose just one topping.”


      Takitsubo, meanwhile, immediately ordered a sukiyaki-style beef bowl for herself.


      When Fremea saw the little rice bowl the clerk brought out, her eyes went wide. “It’s so small! Matches your stupid brain! Nyaa!!!”


      “Rgh.”


      “Anyway, girls being light eaters is just a fantasy! You’re definitely hungrier, but you care more about your image than food! It’s so obvious! Nyaa, nyaa!!!”


      “…Hamazura, I need to give this little shit an iron claw. Switch seats with me.”


      As Hamazura, in the middle of the crowded restaurant, put the tracksuit-wearing girl into a headlock, Fremea sniffed and made a loud announcement. “Rice! And miso soup! And salad! The jumbo three, please! Nyaa! Three, I say!”


      Seven minutes later…


      Fremea, her face blue, pushed about three containers the size of watermelon slices over to Hamazura. She held her mouth, looking like she was about to explode. When she talked, it was in a weak voice.


      “…Nya, nyaa. Anyway, you can have the rest.”


      “You barely scraped the top of your rice bowl…”


      Without much of a choice, Hamazura grappled with Fremea’s ridiculous meal.


      But when everyone was finished eating and it was time to leave the beef bowl joint, Fremea suddenly said, “Nyaa!!! Anyway, I’m hungry. I’m starving!”


      “…Hamazura, I need to give this little brat a mouthful of pickled red ginger. Switch seats with me.”


      Hamazura once again put the tracksuit-wearing girl into a headlock. Then the three of them managed to get out of the restaurant.


      The flow of people now had clearly changed; it was just about the time when most schools were beginning to accept visitors. Evidently, they’d eaten breakfast at the worst possible hour.


      But Fremea ignored all the differences around her. “I’m getting sleepy… Anyway, Hamazura, uppies.”


      “You little brat…!!!” said Takitsubo.


      “Takitsubo! Every girl her age is impulsive!!! Wait. Why are you angry this time?”


      Hamazura looked at her in blank confusion, but Takitsubo scratched him in the face like a cat. Hamazura took a knock back from the hit, giving Fremea easy access to shimmy up his back.


      “Nyaa. This is where I feel calmest…”


      “That’s my spot!!!”


      “Uh, wait a minute, Takitsubo!!! Please tell me why you’re dragging that bus stop sign around!!!”


      It happened at that moment.


      Fremea suddenly looked up as she clung to Hamazura’s back. Her eyes fixated clearly on something that couldn’t be overlooked.


      “Nyaa…”


      It was a white-haired, red-eyed Level Five esper who used a cane to walk; the one they called number one in Academy City. A monster.


      It was a scholarly genius who had once been involved in the development of clones for the military in disregard for international law.


      But the person Fremea stared at was in between them: a girl who looked about ten years old.


      When she—no, when they locked eyes…


      …they pointed at each other in the middle of the street and shouted.


      “You dumb little kid!!!”


      “What did you say, you stupid kid?!!! howls Misaka howls Misaka!!!”
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      Touma Kamijou leaned back against a roadside tree. Fiddling with his cell phone, he sighed.


      “…No dice.”


      He’d checked local bulletin boards in search of any eyewitness reports regarding the strangely dressed Fräulein Kreutune but had turned up no favorable results.


      Despite the Ichihanaran Festival having just opened, it was making huge waves. Even now, photographs and comments were flooding onto the internet in a massive, continuous stream. The amount of information dwarfed what any regular security cameras could pick up, and it was all being uploaded and updated in real time, too. But not a single thing that seemed related to Fräulein Kreutune came up.


      …The whole city is embroiled in a cultural festival right now. I’m sure there are plenty of special outfits and cosplays around. Maybe Fräulein Kreutune doesn’t stand out enough to say anything about…


      He went back to the search engine’s home page, then made to close the browser entirely.


      But his thumb stopped over the button.


      The home page also served as a news outlet, and it featured several headlines. However, they were all about the opening of the Ichihanaran Festival; reports about more commonplace affairs had completely vanished.


      “……”


      There was one thing that caught his attention, however.


      Kamijou clicked SEE MORE NEWS under all the headlines. Aside from all the major headlines, it showed every bit of important news that had come out recently.


      As he scrolled down to the bottom of the page, he started to see regular articles not related to the Ichihanaran Festival, which covered things like convenience store robberies or tax evasion incidents.


      However…


      “Not a single article related to Fräulein Kreutune?”


      The Windowless Building’s armor plating had been destroyed, and at least four unmanned attack helicopters had been shot out of the sky. That was at least more important than some convenience store getting robbed.


      And for that matter, so was Thor blowing up all those refrigerator trucks. Normally, a terrorist incident aimed at the General Board chairman would have created a huge stir.


      What was going on? Was the city suppressing any information that could cause widespread unease or panic in order to keep the Ichihanaran Festival’s schedule running smoothly? Or was someone working to hide every last bit of information linked to Fräulein Kreutune from the rest of the internet?


      “…Hang on.”


      If there wasn’t a single comment on regular social media or bulletin boards related to anyone even resembling her, then… Maybe it wasn’t that there were no comments but that they were being blocked with an upload error or something.


      And that meant…


      I could take advantage of that…


      Thumbing his cell phone again, Kamijou scanned the constant stream of comments coming in from students. Today was the Ichihanaran Festival. For better or worse, news and other problems were being reported in minute detail at extreme frequency.


      That meant that, in an extremely broad sense, there was nowhere, right now, that wasn’t making the news.


      Despite that, there was one blank spot where nothing was actually happening. Or no—someone was making it look like nothing was happening and that only made it more conspicuous.


      “…Found it!!!”


      Kamijou snapped his cell phone shut and stepped away from the tree. With the festival doubling as an opportunity for trial school experiences and open campuses, flows of traffic were steadily forming. He ran along one of those paths.


      But this wasn’t purely cause for celebration, either.


      All he could do was what anyone else would be able to do.


      He had to find Fräulein Kreutune before Gremlin or Ollerus’s group used the same exact method to do it first.
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      “Maid sandwiches! Anyone want some sandwiches made by a maid? Or rather, made by an apprentice maid?”


      The relaxed voice of a girl sitting seiza atop an oil drum–shaped cleaning robot echoed through the crowded streets.


      Maika Tsuchimikado.


      The short-haired girl was dressed in maid outfit with a long skirt, and she was carrying a large case containing a box filled with sandwiches in front of her. It was looped around her neck and shoulders with big belts, making her look like a popcorn vendor at a baseball game.


      A part-time salesgirl, a maid, a robot rider—you couldn’t have asked for a more jumbled assortment of traits.


      Next to her was a girl in her grade at Ryouran Girls’ Housekeeping Academy, Maria Kumokawa. She gave an exasperated sigh.


      “Hey, Tsuchimikado. Think your character design could be any more bonkers?”


      “I don’t need lip from someone with black sausage curls wearing a yellow-and-black maid outfit with a miniskirt. You look like a bumblebee.”


      “Nothing beats a little wounded pride. Can’t get stronger otherwise—but if you dabble in territory like this without a goal in mind, you might just be damaged beyond repair.”


      “Yeah, whatever. We both have a quota. How are your maid sandwiches selling?”


      “Labeling is everything when it comes to selling product. Yakisoba made the day of the festival tastes better to people than what a thirty-year-old veteran in this field can do. There are all sorts of ways you can entice people—label it as one hundred percent organic, or a limited-run product, or a limited-time product. The more ingredients you slap on that baby, the more of an advantage it gives you.”


      “Right, and?”


      “Well, I put a sticker on mine with a picture of my face that said, Maid studying at a girls’ middle school now recruiting potential masters with a star at the end. It only took like ten minutes before I had a riot on my hands. The teacher gave me a good smack in the head for that, and I’m supposed to be exercising restraint now. But it got me out of making the quota pretty darn fast.”


      “…Yeah. I guess you’re the type to pretend you have food poisoning just to get out of doing your job, after all.”


      A pair of people walked by, one wearing a bear onesie and the other a frog onesie. It was uncertain what characters they were supposed to be.


      There were always strange objets d’art wandering around during the Ichihanaran Festival, since it was a massive cultural event. And if the main streets were this wild, then it went without saying what it was like at the actual schools hosting things.


      Carried by the power of helium-filled balloons and electrically powered heating wires, a big toy fish floated in the air without the need for propellers, straddling the road. If you opened up your cell phone, you would find all kinds of AR signage crowding the space, too.


      These were all products of the students’ efforts to draw in guests.


      While the Ichihanaran Festival offered a broad array of cultural experiences, its main purpose was to provide trial school experiences and open campuses. Even the teachers tended to accede to quite a lot of craziness, as long as said craziness brought in applicants.


      “But a girl is still better than some weird technology at drawing in customers, I say,” said Maria.


      “I don’t think maids need a tongue as sharp as yours, you know,” said Maika.


      Just then, it happened.


      Something passed by the two of them.


      A few seconds later, the two apprentice maids both whipped around to look behind them. They only got a glimpse of vanishing golden hair in the crowd.


      “…Did you see that?” said Maria.


      “The way she carried herself…,” said Maika. “She hides it with a work apron and goggles, but she was the real deal…”


      “She seemed like the English type. Maybe she serves the royal family directly? I’ve heard about them in rumors.”


      “Why would such a monster be in Academy City? Don’t tell me the queen was invited or something.”


      They cocked their heads, but the real-deal maid was fully out of sight.


      Meanwhile, Sylvia the saint knit her brows in confusion.


      “…What has happened to this nation? Have they come up with a wholly new definition of maids?”


      “They’re only costumes for the festival. Don’t think too deeply about it,” said Brunhild Eichtbel, who had the characteristics of both a saint and a Valkyrie, in a bored tone.


      Leivinia Birdway walked alongside them. She was in a bad mood; she hadn’t even bantered with them at all for a while now.


      Then it happened.


      Voices boomed from a giant screen attached to an airship flying in the sky. The people making the announcement were clearly amateurs—they practically screamed, Hi, we’re in the broadcasting club.


      “Ahem. And now, next up in the Eiri Academy High School beauty pageant is… Whoops! This one must be the sex appeal entry! A bikini-armor-clad girl has entered the fray!!!”


      “Let’s see here. Umm… The theme seems to be Norse mythology? A Valkyrie maybe? I only know them from RPGs, though. It’s one of those bared midriff things, like, oh, hello belly button, but it would give zero defensive stats whatsoever. Perfect points in the erotic department, though, in my book. She’s definitely got that angelic, straight out of heaven vibe to her.”


      Rssh… krrrrrk-eeeeeerk-eeeeerk-eeeerk!!!!!! An eerie noise rang out. It sounded like a giant pressing machine crushing a car.


      It was the sound of Brunhild crushing a signpost stand in her right hand.


      “…Oh? What’s this? I ask you, no, I demand to know the meaning of this!!!”


      “Just a costume for the festival, right?” replied Sylvia with a grin.


      The blood vessels popping out of Brunhild’s temples grew even more defined. “There’s nothing I hate more than someone assigning that kind of image to me… Actually, you can find these sorts of folks in the sorcery business, too! People who dance around in bikinis all year long like nymphos and call themselves Valkyries!!!”


      “Well, sex sells—that’s why there are some artists who only draw or paint attractive women. Even in legends, some Valkyries become the brides of warriors, or pour wine for dead warriors in the afterlife, or soothe them by dancing around very seductively—okay, okay, shutting up now!”


      Brunhild raised the signpost over her head in preparation to begin a human game of whack-a-mole, and Sylvia put up her hands, as if to say she was only kidding.


      Meanwhile. A short distance away, Motoharu Tsuchimikado had just joined the end of a line leading to a popcorn stall. Slowly, he removed his hand from his inside pocket.


      Apart from being a regular student in Academy City, he was a spy for both the sorcery side and the science side. But the current situation was hopeless, and he wouldn’t be able to turn it around even if he busted out every weapon he had on hand.


      …Ugh. Come on. Now I’m soaked with a cold sweat!


      Naturally, neither his pistol nor his sorcery origami would have meant a damn thing in this situation.


      He exhaled slowly, then made sure the monsters from the sorcery business were well away from his foster sister.


      Two saints and the boss of the biggest sorcerer’s society in the United Kingdom? Give me a break! There’s no universe where I’d win a fair fight against them.


      He didn’t go so far as to think he wouldn’t be able to get his sister away from them, though. Call it a special trait of his.
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      There was a wet squelch.


      The space was cramped to the point where the buildings on either side of it seemed like they would crush it entirely. No sunlight entered at any point in the day. A person was in this space, and they pressed a hand to the wall while moving toward the much larger main road, strange squishing noises resounding with every step of their bare feet.


      “Hssshhh… Hssshhh…”


      It was Fräulein Kreutune.


      Her garb, which resembled a white dress, was filthy now, as though she’d fallen time and time again in her trek through the city. Her hair was disheveled as well. Her breathing was short and shallow yet hot as it escaped her lips.


      An artificial electronic noise blared from behind her.


      It was the shutter snapping sound effect that was loaded on every phone camera. A student on the street had just taken a picture of her on impulse after seeing her strange outfit. But then the student frowned. The data was corrupted mid-upload, followed by a miracle—the master data saved locally on his phone was destroyed, too.


      The student didn’t know this same thing had already happened dozens of times today.


      Nor did Fräulein Kreutune.


      And it didn’t matter.


      Her gaze was fixed on one thing and one thing only:


      The main road bathed in the light of the sun. Several men and women were standing and chatting on the sidewalk, stones in the stream of people traveling back and forth. There was a Level Five esper with a cane, white hair, and red eyes. An intelligent-seeming woman who would look good in a white lab coat. A boy with dyed brown hair who resembled a delinquent. Clinging to his back was a girl with blond hair and blue eyes. Beside him was a teenage girl in a pink tracksuit.


      No, none of those people mattered to Fräulein Kreutune.


      But the girl of around ten with short brown hair who was with them? She was the one.


      “…ou,” Fräulein Kreutune whispered.


      She heard a hard clack.


      It was the sound of the cell phone falling from the hands of the student who had just taken a picture of her.


      They couldn’t be blamed.


      “I FouNd yoU.”


      Thin and shallow breaths escaped the sides of her lips, exhalations that were nevertheless hot.


      The sides of her lips.


      Without even a single noise, it was like they melted like cheese. They sharply split side to side and kept going.


      Almost as if…


      …she were preparing to swallow a giant object whole.


      “I FounD yOu.”
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      “…Fooound you.”


      Another shadow murmured this from atop a building.


      He was a skinny boy wearing an expensive, brand-name jacket. He was supposed to be a pure-blooded Japanese person, but his “body” was abnormally white. Though some pigment remained in his hair and on his clothes, the color gradation made it impossible to discern clothes from skin. It was unnatural, like the whole of him had been colored in all at once.


      Teitoku Kakine.


      Academy City’s second-ranking Level Five.


      After a fierce battle and the horrid experiments that had followed it, he had lost over half of his internal organs. But when he figured out how to use his Dark Matter ability to make up for all his missing body parts, the tables turned completely.


      “I found you. Found you, found you. So that’s Fräulein Kreutune.”


      The inside of his mouth was pitch-black, a stark contrast to the weak coloration of his outer form.


      His eye sockets, too, were muddy pools of black. And while that added to the number of colors on him, it only made him seem emptier, more unstable, creating a delicate balance.


      In his hand—or rather, in his bodily extremities, which were too unnatural to be human parts, all covered with the same whiteness as his fingers and nails—was a cell phone.


      Unlike Gremlin and Ollerus’s faction, Kakine pursued Fräulein Kreutune as a denizen of the science side, not the sorcery side. He was expected to do everything within his ability to swiftly recover the thing that had been sealed inside the Windowless Building and secure it back where it was before.


      “But it’s got nothing to do with me. I’m doing this the way I want to.”


      “Yes. Yes.”


      Someone seemed to nod on the other end of the phone call.


      A woman in a white interview suit. She had called herself one of the Kiharas, and while she acted extremely carefree, she naturally understood the risks—and yet she answered blithely. Perhaps to her own detriment.


      “Do however you like, even if it results in the destruction of the worst-case scenario we Kiharas have envisioned. We have high hopes that you will do so—because this destruction will be a wonderful benefit to science. So we hope and believe.”


      “Hmm,” murmured Kakine offhandedly, letting go of the cell phone.


      The delicate device fell to the roof. He stepped on it, easily crushing it.


      His eyes weren’t tracking Fräulein Kreutune, the most important person here.


      There was another right next to her.


      He had blended into the crowds. They called him Academy City’s Number One. The strongest. Kakine quietly gazed at him.


      The boy who had defeated Kakine, destroying over half the organs in his body. The “strongest.”


      “…Let’s get started.”


      He snapped his fingers.


      Things that had been waiting nearby stood up without a sound—to his right and to his left. And it didn’t stop there. Silhouettes continued to rise, one after another. In the blink of an eye, the entire rooftop was filled with them.


      No.


      No, wait.


      It wasn’t just the one building but all the surrounding ones, too. The whole block. Silhouettes stood up on all the rooftops in the neighborhood.


      Every single one was white.


      The exact same color as Kakine—or more precisely, the Dark Matter he was using to compensate for his lost flesh.


      He cracked his neck from side to side.


      Then, as Number Two glared down at the peaceful world below, he muttered it again:


      “Let’s get started.”
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      The lid of hell opened.


      With so many intentions intersecting and crossing, the first one to pull the trigger was Fräulein Kreutune.


      Ba-bam!!!


      She slammed not just her feet but also her hands into the ground. Like a carnivore sprinting ahead, she shot out of the alley. She passed between all the people, sometimes through their legs, taking the shortest distance at the highest speed to plunge straight for where Accelerator, Shiage Hamazura, and the rest were.


      They were in the way.


      For that reason alone, she slammed into—not punched, not kicked—Hamazura, who was just standing there, making him double over. He’d taken the vicious tackle right in the side, and it sent him several meters into the air.


      “Nya…?!”


      Fremea hung in thin air, no longer attached to his back.


      Whoosh!!! Fräulein Kreutune’s head spun around. Her mouth was split open to an abnormal degree, and her eyes glared horribly as she spotted Last Order closer to the ground.


      “Huh…?” squeaked Last Order, clinging to the leg of Yoshikawa, who had moved in front of the girl to protect her. Last Order recognized the face hidden behind all that long silver hair.


      However.


      “Gah?!”


      Ignoring the woman in the middle, Fräulein Kreutune jumped for Last Order like a spider pouncing on its prey.


      Just then, the sole of Accelerator’s shoe buried itself brutally in her face. One of his hands was on his neck; he’d already switched on his electrode choker.


      His ability was now online.


      “Fly.”


      A single, merciless word.


      The number one Level Five could manipulate any vector with his ability, and it sent Fräulein Kreutune careening backward at exactly the same speed as she’d come charging in.


      That said, human bodies were complicated things. Just like a rubber ball distorting, if you look at someone colliding with a wall in slow-mo, you would see an incredible burden being placed on the human body. It was especially bad for the spine—a mere herniated disk would be a lucky result.


      But Accelerator was still only sizing up the situation. He’d held back.


      The electric currents in nerves, the blood in veins—if he took control of them, he could easily make a human body explode.


      However…


      “Ngh!!!!!!”


      Fräulein Kreutune’s waist spun three times. Only her upper body. Her lower body stayed still. Horrible tearing noises rang out from inside her, but there was neither a drop of shed blood nor a change in her expression that would denote feeling any pain.


      …This…bitch. Did she just absorb the momentum by forcing her body to rotate and go backward?!


      Her body was twisted like a spring inside that white dress.


      But even then, Fräulein Kreutune wasn’t so much as glancing at Accelerator. The monster they called Number One was inconsequential. She had eyes only for her target.


      Only for Last Order.


      Her lips squirmed. A hot exhalation of breath slid out, along with the words.


      “I found you.”


      And Fräulein Kreutune, who had forced herself to negate even a counter-hit from Accelerator, maintained her top speed and stayed on the shortest path available, charging at Last Order.


      The color of Accelerator’s eyes changed. This time, he would show no mercy. Academy City’s number one esper would use everything at his disposal to perfectly kill the assailant with the smidgen of time he had left.


      And then.


      “Wait!!! Don’t hurt Misaka’s friend!!! shouts Misaka shouts Misaka!!!”


      A girl’s voice.


      Unintentionally, Number One slowed down. Fräulein Kreutune evaded his fingers by a hair’s breadth.


      Her mouth.


      Her jaw that could unhinge to an abnormal degree.


      It opened.


      And a moment later…


      Boom!!!


      When the drumfire rang out, Fräulein Kreutune’s upper body had already bent into the shape of an L.


      Fräulein Kreutune’s upper body whipped into a right-hand spin. Her lower body stayed still on the ground, making for a marvelous sight.


      It all happened so fast.


      For a moment, the physical experience of time seemed to stop.


      But eventually, it moved again.


      When the shocked students nearby realized that explosion had been produced by a cannon firing something at them, they immediately burst into full-on panic. With incomprehensible shrieking, they fled in every direction, disregarding both sidewalks and roads. Alarms blared as small groups of dominoes began to fall.


      “……”


      Accelerator ripped another kick at the bent-over Fräulein Kreutune. This time, her body couldn’t redirect the momentum; it crumpled, bouncing on the ground several times, careening several dozen meters away.


      Then he looked for the source of the cannon fire. He’d thought a tank or something had shown up…but his assumption was incorrect.


      Instead, it was a giant white rhinoceros beetle about fifteen meters long.


      Some parts of it looked biological, with gentle slopes, while others made sharper twists and turns. Its form looked like it had been constructed with all curves, and its surface shined like a new car.


      But the thing’s eyes gave off an eerie green glow, and the tip of its thick horn swayed. The center of the horn had been hollowed out, so it was probably a gun barrel—and though it had just fired, no smoke or anything like that was coming out of the muzzle. Maybe the machine used some sort of special firing method.


      That unnatural whiteness.


      That familiar whiteness.


      The beetle’s armor opened wide. Giant, thin, folded-up wings unfurled and began to vibrate at a high speed. Their buzzing created something like a voice.


      “Remember me?”


      The strange materials. The strange way the vectors of nearby light and sound bent. And above all, the color of the voice created by the vibrating wings. Accelerator could guess who it was.


      “Your voice isn’t even worth remembering.”


      “Doesn’t matter to me.”


      “I always knew you were mentally unstable, but this is absurd.”


      “I’m aware.”


      A new scream rang out.


      He saw the students who had tried to escape down side streets start to return, as if they were being pressed back. There were more of them, and they were coming from roads in every direction. Giant white beetles skittered onto the main road, each on six legs.


      “Some other guy might ask you if you can fight while defending your friends, but I won’t. I don’t care about anyone but you, and I don’t care who gets caught in the blast and reduced to particles in the process.”


      “…You always were a total bore,” Accelerator spat.


      He would, at the very least, protect Last Order and Kikyou Yoshikawa from the multidirectional cannon fire. As for the other civilians, he could keep them from getting mixed up in this by personally leaving the area. He could guard them from stray bullets by controlling the entire zone like a billiards table, but fundamentally, it would be best to get them out of the picture entirely.


      That meant the optimal move would be to do something that made the enemy completely lose sight of him, bring Last Order and Yoshikawa to safety, then go back to fight Teitoku Kakine by himself.


      With that plan in mind, Accelerator glanced up at a building rooftop—the wall he would have to overcome.


      “……”


      “You think that’s all I have?”


      Accelerator could make out several figures standing on the edge of the roof. They were packed together like sardines, in fact. And identical figures stood on every single other rooftop on the main road.


      “…You can’t take me in a fair fight, so you’re playing the numbers card. But for espers, quantity always loses to quality. Since you’re a Level Five, I figured you’d understand that. Guess not.”


      “You think that’s all I have?”


      The white beetle’s wings whispered the same exact words.


      “What, just arranging a bunch of puppets made of Dark Matter? Like that would be enough of a threat? You do realize Number Two stands before you, right? That name is the real threat. Oh, this won’t be easy for you.”


      “Wait…”


      That murmur had come not from Accelerator but from Yoshikawa. Perhaps, as an Academy City scientist, she was sharper about noticing certain possibilities.


      But the beetle ignored her and continued.


      With the truth.


      “I’ve succeeded in replicating my own organs. That goes for my brain, too. Brains that are, of course, equipped with the Dark Matter ability. After all, the brain is no more than one organ of many.”


      In response to his voice, giant wings sprouted from the backs of the innumerable figures on the building rooftops.


      “But I will say they’re more like cyborgs or something—not quite to the point of having personal realities. By producing more ejection points for my ability, they can all wield an equal fraction of power. But while the underlying principles are different, what actually happens is a mass-production of Dark Matter. That said, I’m sure I’ll be able to construct personal realities and implement the abilities of other espers pretty soon.”


      Several beetles slowly tightened their encirclement.


      Countless white figures on the rooftops spread their wings in preparation to destroy Accelerator should he make a single move.


      “You and me. To the death. If the numbers are too much for you, that’s fine. If you push them back, I’ll only gain that many more, along with more varied possibilities. Your strength stays the same—while mine can keep leveling up to infinity. Oh, I look forward to seeing where this eternal chain of deaths finally ends.”


      Number One could destroy anything.


      Number Two could create anything.


      A spear and a shield.


      That was the sort of fight this was.


      But in that case, Accelerator had an Achilles’ heel. He needed calculation support from the Misaka network through his electrode choker in order to use his number one supernatural ability. His choker mediated that process, and its battery only lasted thirty minutes.


      The worst thing an enemy could do was stall for time.


      This battle would go on forever—and he would have to be giving it his all the entire time.


      And eventually, he would die.


      “Hey,” Accelerator murmured to Yoshikawa, who stood next to him. “I’m about to bust up the ground with my foot. There’s a subway down there. Use the tracks and the workers’ passages to get out of this arena.”


      “What about you?”


      “I need to swat a fly.”


      He didn’t wait for a reply.


      Boom!!! The moment the explosion rang out, a section of ground ten meters across, with Accelerator at the center, completely collapsed. Yoshikawa, Last Order, Takitsubo, Fremea, and Hamazura were all caught in the rockslide and swept underground.


      Accelerator, who had caused the blast, then shot up like a rocket.


      As he came level with the building’s rooftop, Number One locked eyes with Number Two.


      And then everything moved.


      “Get him.”


      A moment later.


      Number Two’s white rushed in for Number One’s white from every direction.
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      “Nyaa!!!”


      As Fremea rolled out into the subway tunnel, she gave a short shriek.


      Yoshikawa got up and tapped the hard floor with her foot a few times.


      “…I do appreciate how he put in the effort to make sure we didn’t sprain our ankles. I just wish he’d let it show a little more.”


      Meanwhile, Hamazura had more than a scratch on him.


      He hadn’t been hurt in the collapse that Number One had caused; Fräulein Kreutune had rammed into him before that. He was still tormented by a dull pain that felt like someone had taken a crowbar to his ribs.


      “Are you okay, Hamazura?”


      “I’m, ugh, about the furthest from okay I can imagine…”


      Fremea watched Hamazura with worry, too, but then someone abruptly tugged on her clothes. She looked over and saw Last Order sulking.


      “Hey, kid, says Misaka says Misaka, making up her mind.”


      “What do you want, little girl?” answered Fremea.


      For some reason, Last Order began to whisper as if sharing a secret. “Isn’t that the in-the-know lady from yesterday? asks Misaka asks Misaka.”


      “Anyway, nobody that nice would ever hurt Hamazura… Huh?! Wait, nyaa nyaa…”


      “Meeting!” called Yoshikawa, clapping her hands. “Accelerator is risking his life for us, and we’re on borrowed time. Let’s all get a grip on what we have and find a way to get out of this siege Number Two created.”


      “No objections there,” answered Hamazura, tasting iron. “Number One and Number Two—I know exactly how dangerous both of them are. They might not mean to, but they could blow us to smithereens just by standing next to each other. It’s pretty clear what would happen if we tried to provide back up to Accelerator without a clear chance of winning.”


      “…In other words, if we could find a chance of winning, it would be different?” Yoshikawa prompted.


      Hamazura looked away sullenly. He and Number One had crossed paths too many times—like with what was happening right now—for him to call the boy a total stranger.


      Regardless, they had to get out of the encirclement.


      They could observe again from a distance, find a way to get one over on Number Two, and then develop a surefire plan to help.


      Having decided on their course of action, Hamazura and the others made to go down the dark tunnel. But then something happened.


      …Bzz…bz-bzz…


      A strange noise echoed back to them from the darkness. It sounded like a large machine of some sort and a working one at that. But it wasn’t quite the same. Hamazura had just seen this before, hadn’t he? Giant wings slapping through the air?


      “A beetle!!!”


      An instant after his realization, like a radio dial tuning into a station, the vibrations in the air shifted into a voice that humans could understand.


      “Confirming verbal orders. ‘Destroy all factors that hamper the mission’… Converting values and beginning to shift to autonomous tactical orders.”


      It was a different voice this time; it sounded like a recording of a radio operator.


      More than one, in fact.


      “Autonomous tactical orders compiled.”


      “Determining highest priority objective.”


      “Confirmed effectiveness of loss of motivation of Fräulein Kreutune.”


      “Determining combat zone. Determining objective action time. Determining ideal ammunition consumption. Now prepared to attack Last Order and nearby individuals. Prescribing minimal damage to surrounding environment. Executing autonomous tactical orders.”


      Deep in the dark, green lights blinked.


      They slowly drew closer, silhouettes of giant rhinoceros beetles coming into view. Enormous gun barrels resembling horns creaked and squealed as they made minor adjustments.


      Inside this tunnel, the fragments and shock waves from the cannons’ shells would kill everyone, no matter who they aimed for—and the beetles certainly didn’t seem like they had taken that into consideration.


      “Ah!!!”


      Fremea was especially shocked.


      These machines weren’t the first ones to come after her life; the Freshmen’s monstrous powered suits had done so before. Hamazura and company had even ended up fighting inside a cramped tunnel.


      Sweat erupted from her every pore.


      She lost feeling in her lower body, and a thin layer of something akin to visual noise threatened to block half her vision. Her breathing was all out of whack, but she didn’t even realize that.


      Unconcerned, the five beetles continued to approach.


      The swarm of weaponry didn’t care about good or evil. Their job was simply to use cannon fire to blow away whatever objects matched their conditions. Fremea and the others could do an about-face and run away, but human legs could only take them so far. No amount of struggling would take them out of the trajectory of the beetles’ cannons. The first barrage would scatter them—to the point where nobody would be able to tell whose limbs were whose. It would be a horrible sight to behold.


      By all accounts, that is what should have happened.


      However.


      “…Zzt, zzt…?”


      One of the beetles, moving as precisely as any machine would, suddenly began to make strange noises. It seemed to be an issue with the flapping of the huge thin wings it used to produce artificial voices; its voice conversion was malfunctioning.


      “What?” asked Takitsubo, blinking several times.


      No, it wasn’t a hardware problem.


      The cause lay in the signals on the software side—the ones that triggered the production of the artificial voice to begin with.


      “Reconfirming verbal orders. ‘Destroy all factors that hamper the mission’… Parsing individual words and converting values. Rechecking with consideration given to distortion of meaning created by the linking together of individual words.”


      Its cannon shifted, ignoring its targeting information.


      It almost resembled a human cocking their head in confusion.


      “Entry found: ‘mission.’ Issuing help order to all units currently acting in tandem with this one. Lacking the requisite information to set objectives for autonomous tactical orders. Requesting requisite information.”


      All five beetles spread their wings at once.


      By vibrating at high speeds, they created human voices.


      Then they all spoke at once, including the one that seemed to be malfunctioning, in a tone that almost said, That should be very obvious.


      “The objective of this mission is to destroy Fräulein Kreutune and eliminate her action goals.”


      “The objective of this mission is to remove any person who interferes with the battle between Academy City’s Number One and Number Two.”


      “The objective of this mission is to secure the combat zone.”


      “The objective of this mission is to eliminate the threats that started appearing in Academy City yesterday and destroy any dangerous elements.”


      “The objective of this mission is to safeguard Academy City and its residents from any possible dangerous elements that can be foreseen at this time.”


      …​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​…​


      The beetles all stopped for just a moment.


      It happened an instant later.


      Grrrnnn!!!


      Throwing up orange sparks on the concrete floor, the five rhinoceros beetles all rotated at the same time, pointed their cannons at one another at point-blank range, and began to fire without mercy.
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      “What the…?”


      The woman in the white interview suit who was monitoring the situation stared at her laptop and voiced her confusion to herself.


      “Ah, uhh, hmm… Maybe they all interpreted their verbal orders differently when they had to convert them?”


      Either way, the machines were ostensibly leaving Teitoku Kakine alone to protect the peace in Academy City. If any of them had taken the order to have a more literal meaning, they could have easily decided that Number Two was hampering the mission.


      “Ugh, dang it. Are they trying to reconcile their opinions? Like when you’re on a diet or when you go shopping, a person can smash together several different viewpoints in their mind to strengthen their own idea. Confirmed phenomenon. They just want a better shot at success. And with the way they’re doing it, I can’t say any of them are actually going against Teitoku Kakine. Well, they really got me this time.”


      But on the other hand.


      There was no actual worry on the woman’s face, illuminated by the light of the laptop’s screen.


      She sounded like this was all a game to her.


      “…Now this is bad.”
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      Grrrch.


      Gr-skrr-grchh-grakkk.


      Strange noises came from Fräulein Kreutune as she lay there on the road. Her upper body had rotated three times without her lower body, and then she’d been bent in half by a cannon shell to her flank.


      Little by little, her body returned to normal, like how a crumpled-up eraser or a piece of vinyl would go back to its original shape once you let go of it.


      “Ah! Found you!!!”


      Suddenly, a voice rang out. It belonged to a spiky-haired boy.


      “……”


      Entrusting her body to natural forces, Fräulein Kreutune rotated slowly and glared sharply at him.


      “Ghh! Rgh?!”


      That was the only thing she did.


      All the oxygen pushed its way out of the boy’s mouth, and he went limp.


      He was still running, though, and his momentum sent him sliding down to Fräulein Kreutune’s side.


      His lips parted. “…Quit this…idiot… This isn’t…isn’t the time for…!!!”


      “?” A question crept into her gaze.


      With another rotation of her hips, she turned away from the spiky-haired boy. Perhaps irritated by this, she forced her upper body to twist around again to get herself straightened out.


      “…Run…hurry…,” he said.


      “Spiky.”


      “…They’re…they’re after you…and they’ll…get here soon…”


      “Sniff, sniff.”


      “…And could you do something about this…?!” cried Kamijou, swinging his arm blindly. His fingers touched a car battery sitting in a scattered pile of overturned engine block parts. Specifically, one of its terminals.


      Zzzt-snap!!! There was an awful cracking noise.


      Kamijou’s body bent backward unnaturally, and for a few moments, he spasmed.


      But in exchange, whatever was eating away at him from the inside disappeared, too. Thor had told him yesterday that he’d used a high-tension current to destroy the fine particles causing the issue.


      “Haaahhh!!!”


      Suddenly, as if he couldn’t remember how to use the oxygen filling his lungs, the spiky-haired boy’s eyes flipped between white and black and shook madly. And because of the way he’d fallen with no support, the bullet wound in his side cried out in more pain than it ever had. He couldn’t even get up. His eyes were fixed on the blue skies above.


      “…Damn it. Those guys fighting up there went somewhere, too. Wish they would have toned it down a little.”


      “?”


      Fräulein Kreutune looked directly overhead.


      She saw what anyone else would have seen looking up on a city street: no anomalies like Number One or Number Two.


      “Anyway, we gotta get out of here. Gremlin, and Ollerus, and I think Academy City, too? A lot of people are after you. After all that commotion, they won’t need any time to find you.”


      She kept staring up into the sky.


      For someone who had been locked away in the Windowless Building for so, so long, you might have thought it was a strange, mystical sight to behold. But it wasn’t.


      To begin with, Fräulein Kreutune possessed no faculties for generating emotions. She was only securing pure time to think.


      Eventually, she spoke. “I can’t go.”


      “Why not? I know you might have goals of your own, but we need to hide for now. Do you realize how difficult your position is?”


      “This is not at that level,” continued Fräulein Kreutune, slowly lifting her upper body.


      She moved with creaks and jerks.


      It was almost like…


      …she was enduring something.


      Or like she would fly off somewhere if she lost focus for even a millisecond.


      “This is not like my thoughts or my ability to decide for myself. It is not at that level.”


      “…What isn’t?”


      “This function.”


      She spoke in slow tones. Perhaps because if she didn’t concentrate on her words, her incomprehensible screams would block out everything instead.


      “This function is now part of me. Just as you have functions to breathe and blink. This function… I will… I must…eat her…brain…”


      He heard a stiff clacking noise.


      Yes.


      She was shaking.
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      Shiage Hamazura clamped his hands over his ears as hard as he could.


      The explosions in the tunnel were loud enough to pierce his eardrums anyway. The cannons were enormous, and they were being used nearby in a terrible environment: a closed-off tunnel. In fact, he was lucky none of his organs were damaged.


      “What the hell? What the actual hell?! Why’d you bother coming after us if you were just gonna shoot each other anyway?!”


      “Nyaa… I’m dizzy…”


      The cannons of the five beetles weren’t firing at Hamazura’s group.


      The monsters—they couldn’t tell if they were living creatures or weapons—seemed to have aimed their cannons in a big circle, then started blasting at point-blank range without any hesitation.


      Yoshikawa scowled as she held her hands over her ears. “They’re interpreting their orders differently. They can’t agree on who’s an enemy or an ally, or what to prioritize going after. But why…?!”


      Bang! Boom!!! The explosions continued.


      One of the white beetles, which must have weighed several tons at least, was torn off the ground. It was sent flying toward the group in a wide arc. The beetle flipped over, and its glossy, wing-storing armor smashed through concrete and subway rails.


      “Ack!!!”


      “Hamazura, get back.”


      There was a surprisingly powerful yank on his clothes. A moment later, the beetle slid upside down, right past where he’d just been standing.


      Then the other four beetles—either finally agreeing on something or just deciding to take out what enemies they could—all aimed their cannons at the flipped-over one.


      The beetle’s six legs flailed, and its wings vibrated uselessly between its own giant frame and the ground. It created an artificial voice that seemed to speak directly to Hamazura’s group.


      “…What is it that I wish to do?”


      “How the hell am I supposed to know?! You’re the one who came after us! Don’t get all confused now!!!”


      “Indeed. I agree I should decide for myself.”


      Still flipped over, the beetle slapped its thin wings into the floor to rotate itself. Its thick, hornlike cannon took precise aim—at Last Order, who was behind Hamazura.


      “Nyaa!!!”


      Fremea jumped for Last Order, who was clinging to Yoshikawa’s leg, in an attempt to protect her.


      However…


      …no blast ever came.


      The upside-down beetle vibrated its thin wings to create a voice.


      “Starting order wizard. Doubts exist as to the suitability of the verbal order: ‘Destroy all factors that hamper the mission.’ No threat detected from designated individual at this time. Proceeding would risk the collapse of the entire order list.”


      “What? Uh, what’s that all mean?”


      “I’m saying I’ll save you all so as to protect the order list from a fatal contradiction.”


      Four machines moved.


      From the tips of their hornlike cannons came no smoke, no flame—only shells thick as a human arm.


      A moment later.


      Bbbbboom!!! The upside-down mech next to Hamazura’s group twisted itself to fire right back at them. It pulverized one of the pillars supporting the subway tunnel, and the shower of shrapnel struck the shots from the other four, diverting their course.


      As that happened, the beetle used the recoil to leap over the heads of Hamazura and the others, do a half-turn in midair, and finally drag its six legs down into the ground.


      “System preserved. Setting position from another angle. Confirmed no contradictions will arise from entering combat with affiliated machines.”


      Its giant, thin wings vibrated at high speeds.


      The artificial voice continued to speak.


      “Rhinoceros Beetle 05 will now perfectly optimize for the verbal order from Teitoku Kakine and safeguard you all.”


      Fweee!!!


      With a sound like a cathode-ray tube, Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s eyes changed from green to red.


      From a symbol of safety to the representative of caution.


      Maybe this was all just the product of an error that arose during the conversion of a person’s verbal instructions to an order script.


      Maybe it was a conversion mistake that went completely against what Teitoku Kakine wished or what Kihara wished.


      However.


      Even if this started from some kind of mistake.


      At this time, at this moment.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 found itself with a kind of direction.

    
  


  
    
      INTERLUDE FOUR


      Now, then.


      We have spoken at length about the woman known as Fräulein Kreutune, but we don’t know if her tale is entirely true.


      It may be, and it may not be.


      After all, these accounts are centuries old.


      And history is very easily distorted.


      On the other hand, a scientific basis is sometimes, centuries later, discovered for a horror story told for so long.


      What is true?


      What is false?


      Is what we believe is true actually false?


      Is what we believe is false actually true?


      There was certainly a woman named Fräulein Kreutune.


      And her abnormality has been well demonstrated.


      Then what are we worried about? When comparing the accounts thus far to the values in the data, what place is clearly strange?


      Here comes the turning point.


      The monster’s mouth has only just opened.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 6


      Monster, Monster, Monster, Monster


      All_Bad_Stars.
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      Academy City gave the impression of a metropolis with neat, tidy streets. Most likely, that was the case ten years ago and five years ago; it was the case now, and it would probably be the case five years from now and ten years from now. The city would be a clean, refreshing sight for anyone who looked at it in any age—and that naturally meant that buildings were rebuilt often.


      Academy City had always been limited by the amount of land within its walls.


      This meant that throughout town, there were simple tests, using cutting-edge technology, being conducted on how to most efficiently use the land.


      Of course, there was a myriad of technology at play to make sure things didn’t give the impression of being “under construction” or “not yet finished.” Consequently, people always felt the city streets they walked were tidy, clean, and neat.


      But there was more than you might expect.


      Buildings under construction and under repair, that is.


      There were also plenty of abandoned buildings that had been cleared of people and equipment as the first step in that process.


      One such abandoned building stood in School District 7.


      In an empty room of that structure, the carpeting and wallpaper had been removed. This simple cubic space had become the hideout of one of Gremlin’s official members, Marianne Sringeneier. Initially, she’d used a District 7 hotel as her base of operations, but Anti-Skill had put out a warrant for her, so it appeared that location was now a matter of public knowledge. To avoid surprise attacks from powerful enemies like Ollerus, Marianne had moved to the abandoned building to bide her time.


      …The entire state of affairs had been engineered by Kamijou and Thor, but she hadn’t caught on. She didn’t realize that there was no warrant out for her or that the boys had made the wanted poster themselves.


      “Huh?!”


      She raised her head abruptly.


      There was an explosion.


      Not like a gunshot—it was a low, deep booming you felt more with your stomach than with your ears. It wasn’t from a sudden traffic accident or building demolition, either. This was a very specific kind of roar—one that had been completely instilled with the intent to kill from the design phase.


      The sound was more than enough for her to go on alert mode.


      She glanced at the window. It was just a frame; there was no glass fitted into it.


      A sand-colored cloud, neither white steam nor black smoke, stretched into thin wisps reaching across the sky. They weren’t far off—maybe five hundred to seven hundred meters away.


      Marianne shoved her hand into the side of her overalls. She pulled out her golden saw.


      And smiled.


      Smiled like someone who knew the taste of blood.


      “Great. Great! Who is it? Who’s there?! Ollerus’s gang? Academy City? Maybe it’s Fräulein Kreutune herself? Whoever it is, I doubt I can just sit here and wait!!!”


      In response to her voice, a girl (?), in the form of a pitch-black oil drum placed in the corner of the room, named Mjölnir shook around.


      And Thor, who had gotten some mineral water and containers of portable food from the convenience store, quietly gritted his teeth, store bags in hand, so that neither of them would notice.


      …Ugh. More annoyances lighting up the city.


      Originally, Thor (and Kamijou) had tricked Marianne and Mjölnir by engineering things to keep Ollerus’s team and Gremlin’s team from showing up at multiple places around the city at once and causing a bunch of damage.


      Though Kamijou could simply erase supernatural powers, he and Thor had done this because it was crystal clear what would happen when one enormous force clashed with another.


      We went through all that trouble making a wanted poster, too—and giving Ollerus’s side a spook, making them think they were marked, too.


      Thor handled direct combat. Marianne Sringeneier was responsible for gear and rear support. And then there was Mjölnir, the generator that always stuck with Marianne.


      As long as he could make them feel threatened enough, Marianne and Mjölnir should have stayed hidden in their hideout and left information gathering and actual combat to Thor.


      And for a while, this had worked.


      However.


      “Doesn’t matter how elaborate our hideout is if they’re already here anyway. Thor, Mjölnir, get to wrecking shit. In the meantime, I’ll gather up some people I can use as materials!”


      A cornered mouse would bite a cat. Marianne was plenty cautious about going up against Ollerus’s group or Academy City—or both at once—but that was exactly why.


      Why she decided that if they were going to act, they had better do so quickly.


      Victory went to the first to make a move.


      It was precisely because she had acknowledged her enemies were powerful that she felt the need to wield overwhelming violence that would alter the entire situation.


      The pitch-black oil drum clattered from side to side.


      Generally, the girl (?) agreed with Marianne on everything. At this rate, she would simply let her work herself up and charge straight to the origin of the explosion.


      Only Thor could offer any objections.


      But Thor was also the one tricking them. If he awkwardly tried to divert their course, he would risk their immediate suspicion. They didn’t need proof. Even completely unrelated actions on his part might be used to put him into checkmate.


      …This really isn’t my cup of tea, he thought.


      “Be honest, Marianne. Who do you think it is?”


      “Beats me. Ollerus’s group would be the worst case, but there’s plenty of others who are just as dangerous as them. It could even be that unknown monster, Fräulein Kreutune, noticing us, deciding to take the initiative, and attacking to throw us off her track.”


      “If she wanted to ambush us, she wouldn’t have caused such a commotion before even getting here.”


      “Maybe she’s just blasting every which way. You know, based on information she’s not sure of.”


      “Then if we react, we’ll be playing right into her hands. We should wait it out, then follow her and hit her first while she’s defenseless. That’s the best option. Got it? I say this as the guy in charge of direct combat. The first hit is the most important. It determines how the battle is set up—who’s on offense and who’s on defense, who’s the king and who’s the challenger, so—”


      “Come on, Thor, good buddy,” interrupted Marianne, twirling her golden saw. “That’s exactly why. If the first to move is the one who sets the pace, then cowering here is our worst option. Information always piles up over time, even if it’s not that credible. The enemy won’t wait for us if we stick around here. And they’re incredibly strong, too. Wouldn’t it make sense to strike before they level up?”


      The oil drum clattered back and forth. She (?) probably just wanted to support Marianne, whether she agreed with her or not.


      Thor glanced out the window at the dust. “Academy City’s got all kinds of problems on its hands. Could be it has nothing to do with us.”


      “We’ll see when we go.”


      “And risk them locating you? Then their intel is gonna have a whole lot more credibility.”


      Marianne said nothing more.


      She snapped her wrist, the one twirling the saw, making the tool slice through the air with a louder whoosh. It had the same nuance as snapping your fingers or whistling. Naturally, it was Mjölnir who reacted to this.


      “Thor, they still don’t have any clue you’re here. Intel on me is already starting to be contaminated, so I’ll be the one to act. If you still feel like being cautious, spend that time finding a new hideout instead.”


      Thor sighed unintentionally.


      His plan to talk her out of it had failed. Maybe he and Kamijou had been too convincing in constructing that decoy threat earlier.


      “All right, I get it.”


      That, at least, was a truthful answer.


      He’d given up.


      And then…


      Wham!!!


      Without hesitation. From directly behind.


      He swung his foot up and around and slammed it into the back of Marianne’s head.


      She didn’t fall like a person normally did.


      No, she went down more like a stick flopping onto the ground. It was clear as day that Marianne had gone completely unconscious the moment the strike landed.


      It was one of the best high kicks of all time.


      The sheer brilliance of the strike even seemed to stop time for a moment.


      And of course.
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      Mjölnir, in oil drum form, would not overlook such a violent act.


      “…!!!”


      There were no words.


      Only pale-blue sparks flickering off her shiny black surface.


      Inside her body, Mjölnir held enough energy to vaporize one-third of a city-sized mobile fortress.


      However…


      “You idiot!!! You’ll put her in danger if you throw a fit now!!!”


      …Thor struck first—not with physical action but with words.


      The oil drum’s movements stopped abruptly, like cogs being halted with a wedge.


      “You know why Ollerus is after Fräulein Kreutune, right? He wants her as a model for holistic supernatural abilities. Othinus, on the other hand, wants her as the final piece for the Soul Arm she’s making: Gungnir. If anyone wants to get in Othinus’s way, I bet you they’ll try to strike at Fräulein Kreutune decisively to get her out of the picture.”


      Something appeared on the oil drum’s surface.


      Lips.


      But not just one pair of them. One by one, more speech-production body parts appeared, as if expressing an outburst of anger. It was like the surface of boiling water.


      “…And?” she asked.


      If Thor replied incorrectly here…


      No matter how logical he was, if he didn’t convince her, there wouldn’t even be ashes of him left in a moment.


      “You still don’t get it?”


      Thor continued slowly in response to the implied question.


      “Our enemy’s main objective is to prevent Gungnir from being completed. It doesn’t matter how they do it. Othinus’s plans come crashing down if even one piece is missing—so they don’t need to kill Fräulein Kreutune. Marianne is a dvergr. She can make divine armaments. They can kill her and get the same result.”


      The black oil drum fell silent for a moment.


      But the many pairs of lips didn’t disappear.


      Searching for the words she needed to say, the girl (?) named Mjölnir spoke.


      “…Then Ollerus anticipated her being here all along? Impossible. Even if he knew Gremlin would act, he would never have been able to figure out who would actually come here.”


      “So what if he didn’t figure it out? Ollerus likes to think of himself as a righteous hero. He would hesitate to kill Fräulein Kreutune, even if it was to stop the plan—she’s innocent. Marianne, on the other hand, is not. Psychologically, he would have an easier time getting rid of her.”


      “But that’s—”


      “At first, maybe he was trying to kill Fräulein Kreutune. Maybe he really did come up with a way to kill the unkillable monster.”


      Thor held up his index finger to stop Mjölnir from interrupting. “But then they saw something: Marianne’s wanted poster. And the information that she’d last been seen in a hotel in District 7.”


      Of course, the poster was actually a ruse he and Kamijou had created, and he didn’t know if Ollerus’s group had read it.


      “Don’t you think that would have changed their plans? Even if they hypothesized a way to kill Fräulein Kreutune, it would only be that—an armchair theory. They can’t have tested it, obviously. But Marianne is just as killable as anyone else. Weigh those two against each other, and any monkey will be able to tell you which target is easier to go after and more certain to die.”


      “……”


      “We heard the explosion. We saw all the dust. Do you think that if we went over there, we would be able to locate the enemy and attack them? Do you think they’d wait? Do you think any of this is that easy? The explosion and dust might not have even come from the same place. If we’re careless, they could snipe us from a distance while we’re on our way. You think we can let an angry Marianne just go waltzing out there? Well?”


      For a few moments.


      Mjölnir was silent.


      Eventually…all the lips on the oil drum’s surface vanished, as if withdrawing under the water.


      “…That said, we’ll need to find out just how much Ollerus knows about Marianne and what kind of traps they have in store. I’ll handle that. You stay here and prepare to get Marianne out of here if you need to.”


      The oil drum rattled side to side.


      Thor, taking that to mean she wanted more concrete instructions, added, “If things look bad, blow up the entire city block. A few thousand mangled corpses will take a long time to identify. If someone is acting on certain information to come after her, that’ll stop them in their tracks.”


      What is the essence of lying?


      You give false information to carry out a role without fearing the inherent risks.


      Because the moment you altered that information is the moment your lie is unmasked.


      2


      Because of how many people were out and about during the preparations for the Ichihanaran Festival, a massive cultural celebration, there were naturally many more instances of children getting lost.


      Anti-Skill, the regular police, was positioned in such a way that they couldn’t reliably deal with all the trouble that was sure to crop up, so the student-led Judgment was also hard at work with outdoor activities.


      And so.


      One officer of Judgment named Kazari Uiharu, a girl in her first year of middle school whose head had essentially turned into a flower vase with all the decorations, was surrounded by a flock of elementary school students.


      They all tugged at the archetypal sailor uniform she wore, talking at her.


      “Do that thing! You know! Judgment!!!”


      “Judgment!”


      “It’s your specialty!”


      “Yeah!”


      Unable to deal with the barrage of words being thrown at her from all directions, Uiharu was incredibly flustered and on the verge of simply breaking down. None of the kids around her cared about that, though.


      “Umm, well, that’s not really what everyone in Judgment does. Actually, that’s more Shirai being obtrusive, so please don’t think a rowdy fighter like her is representative of all Judgment—”


      “Can you do that other thing, lady?! The teleport thing!”


      “Really? Isn’t it scary, suddenly vanishing and showing up somewhere else? What if you end up somewhere unfamiliar?”


      “I know all about it! It’s called a wormhole. It’s like a tunnel you go through!”


      “But what is that tunnel? Don’t tunnels have length???”


      Uiharu gave a pathetic, high-pitched whine. In Shirai’s case, it’s not a wormhole. It’s converting three-dimensional space, which we perceive, into eleven-dimensional space and moving to a different axis. Or something like that. But the theory is specialized postgraduate-level stuff! I’m just a regular middle school girl! Please don’t expect an intelligent answer out of meeee!


      On the sidewalk on the other side of the major road from them, Blue Hair, who had gone out to restock on commercial-grade flour for their takoyaki stand, saw the officer of the law surrounded by girls and quietly clenched his fist.


      “Judgment… Ahhhh!!!!!!”


      Blue Hair’s face lit up like a genius composer struck by divine inspiration, but then someone tapped on his shoulder from behind.


      He turned around to see a high school girl with glasses and a very large bosom and a middle school girl with twin tails and just the opposite.


      Both girls wore a characteristic armband below their right shoulders.


      “Excuse me. We’re with Judgment—do you have a moment to talk?”


      “Konori, can’t we just knock this guy to the ground and throw him in a prison cell without questioning him first? It’s such a big event. If we sweat all the small stuff and the weird reports we can’t make heads or tails of, it’s going to put a huge dent in our efficiency for no reason… Ugh. And what’s the deal with those huge rhinoceros beetles rampaging around anyway? Mutter, mutter…”


      “Well, this guy can’t do anything about those things. The bursting noises, the smoke…they’re probably coming from a school that went over the top trying to reel in guests or something. Oh, I know. We’ll do a bag inspection, so let’s move to the side. Please come with us.”


      “Judgment, huh…?” he murmured again.


      This was his forty-third time being questioned by the authorities, but at least this time would involve cute girls.
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      Inside the District 7 subway tunnel.


      Weapons created from Teitoku Kakine’s Dark Matter: sheer white rhinoceros beetles. Several of the machines now stared each other down, pointing their muzzles at one another.


      The blasts came without hesitation.


      A stream of them.


      Four pursued. One had betrayed, protecting Hamazura’s group. With the numbers advantage, the pursuers’ only goal was to kill all the humans in the tunnel. It didn’t matter if Rhinoceros Beetle 05 resisted—the shock waves from their cannon blasts would collapse the tunnel, crushing their targets’ internal organs.


      However.


      The same went for Rhinoceros Beetle 05.


      It didn’t need to destroy all four of its sister units. Its top priority was to get Shiage Hamazura, Rikou Takitsubo, Kikyou Yoshikawa, Last Order, and Fremea Seivelun out of the tunnel and put space between them and this life-threatening situation.


      And so.


      “Brace for impact.”


      The other four beetles, which had opted for killing Last Order and company as a means of removing Fräulein Kreutune’s motivation, all fired their cannons at once. Rather than going for direct hits, they intentionally hit the ground in front of them with their shells; this method of attack would send the shock waves from the explosions into every nook and cranny of the tunnel like a moving wall.


      Normally, no unarmored human would have been able to withstand it.


      Even if Rhinoceros Beetle 05 tried to shield them, the shock waves would get around it—they would reach everything. And they would engulf the members of the group, causing their organs to rupture.


      However.


      That instant, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 began quickly vibrating the thin, giant wings it used to produce its artificial voice. It wasn’t trying to speak. Instead, the air vibrations the action caused collided with the incoming shock waves and forced them to veer off in different directions.


      “What the…? Did they misfire? My ears don’t hurt,” said Hamazura.


      “I merely sent my waves into theirs. Though it may be difficult to understand, being since they are invisible to the human eye, shock waves are susceptible to influence from other waves and obstacles, like billiard balls.


      Theoretically, there were many hurdles to actually managing such a feat—to distancing the people in need of protection from the shock waves, shells, and debris kicked up in the explosion and repelling all this in the proper direction.


      “…I recognize this technology, says Misaka says Misaka.”


      “Are you talking about Accelerator?” asked Yoshikawa.


      “I applied a theoretical routine that arose during the process of moving virtual enemies, but it will not reach that level. In fact, our cannon-based attacks are not suited for killing targets using the shock waves caused as side effects.”


      “Huh?”


      “Because our bodies are made purely of Dark Matter, we have no way of manufacturing gunpowder for the purposes of firing or exploding shells. Instead, we employ a spring-loaded means of firing. You could call us versions of those uncanny weapons that competed with rocket-propelled grenades, reinforced by the power of Dark Matter. As for exploding shells, we adopt the method of using a sponge-shaped spring to burst cured film around the shells. Therefore, we can only expect thirty-six percent to fifty percent of the sonic effect created by normal artillery of a similar caliber. In light of this, I have judged that this evasive maneuver was successful—but Number One would have been able to bend even a nuclear weapon to his will without a problem.”


      Repelling another volley of cannon-fire shock waves by creating ultrasonic waves from its giant wings, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 used the gaps between attacks to create an artificial voice to continue speaking.


      “There is an employee exit fifteen meters to your rear. On my signal, I will collapse the ceiling to create a barrier. That will give you time to run there.”


      Nowhere in its suggestion had the robot mentioned defeating the other four machines.


      All the strangely shaped weapons, without exception, had been fashioned from Teitoku Kakine’s Dark Matter. They had no cores or weak spots to speak of, and they could regenerate any part of themselves—with the sole exception of Rhinoceros Beetle 05, who had made an interpretation that went against Kakine’s intent.


      Hamazura turned to look behind him. He saw a small iron door.


      Bam-bam! With a shower of sparks, it swung wide open. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had probably diverted the cannon attacks’ shock waves to the door, which then broke the lock.


      “I’ll start now.”


      “Uh, got it!”


      Then, for the first time, an explosion rang out loud and clear.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s cannon muzzle had swung around and fired a shell into the ceiling, which made the whole thing collapse on the other four rhinoceros beetles.


      “Hamazura! Run for it!” cried Takitsubo.


      Practically carrying Fremea wholesale at this point, Hamazura ran through the tunnel, which was now shaking around in a concerning way. Yoshikawa had Last Order’s hand in hers and was tugging her along. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 continued to fire in order to hold the other machines in check; each of its shots made the steadfast floor of the tunnel sway like the basket of a hot-air balloon.


      Takitsubo was the first past the employee exit door, followed by Hamazura, who shoved Fremea inside. Yoshikawa and Last Order brought up the rear. Hamazura and Takitsubo grabbed their arms and pulled them into the exit as well.


      Once it knew everyone was out safely, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 moved backward, charging at the door. But the small size of the portal worked against the machine.


      Clang! It rammed into the wall around the door hard enough to dent it, but it couldn’t squeeze into the cramped exit passage.


      Hamazura’s eyes went wide. “What are you doing?!”


      “Do not worry. I am acting as planned.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 stuck its back end into the doorway, blocking it off as though with a big boulder, and flapped its thin wings to produce an artificial voice.


      “As I have left Teitoku Kakine’s control, I can no longer renew my Dark Matter. In the near future, this will cause me to break down of my own accord. Additionally, none of us will be able to destroy any of the others with our cannons. The enemy units will regenerate endlessly, and in order for you to escape them, I must somehow block their route.”


      Hamazura almost yelled back to quit the self-sacrificial bullcrap. This thing was a weapon. Lying, putting on an act? That was just conceited.


      “Just get in here!” he yelled instead. “I know you can blow a hole in the wall with your cannon!!!”


      “If I do, the enemy units will continue to pursue you. Plus, if I am able to destroy it, then the enemy units will be able to as well. They will quickly remove any piles of debris. I have determined that more unique arrangement barriers are needed to hold off the enemy units.”


      “…Damn it.”


      “Good luck. I will execute my priority objective. I hope you will take care of yourself as well.”


      “Damn it!!!!!!”


      Before Hamazura could say anything else, there was a thump-whhhump as the entire space vibrated uncannily. The enemy beetles had blown away the pile of rubble. Unable to avoid the other machines by virtue of blocking their advance, the remaining beetle had probably started a firefight with its sister weapons in earnest.


      There was no exit.


      There was no end.


      It used its limited ability to regenerate even outside Number Two’s control to simply continue to fight and fight, even as its body was smashed and destroyed, like a zombie—a tragic shoot-out.


      Powder trickled down from the ceiling, shaken out from the gaps in the building materials.


      Yoshikawa jerked her chin up toward the stairs. “We don’t know how long this place will last. We should get to the ground first.”


      “But—”


      Takitsubo interrupted Hamazura by grabbing his hand. She spoke softly but firmly. “Come on. So long as we’re behind the beetle, it won’t be able to escape, either.”


      Hamazura clenched his teeth.


      But the fact was, either way, there was nothing they could do here.


      Partly to try and shake off the regret, Hamazura dashed up the cramped employee stairwell. Takitsubo and Yoshikawa followed him. As they ran up the metal stairs, they came to a door. It was locked but from their side of the exit. Hamazura grabbed the lever and turned it to unlock the door, then flung it open and burst outside.


      Yoshikawa looked directly overhead, putting her hand up to shield her eyes from the bright sunlight. “Now for Accelerator…,” she said. “They must have gone somewhere else.”


      “But there’s no guarantee we’re safe here,” said Hamazura. “Damn it. I’ve gotta call Mugino and Kinuhata while I’ve got the…”


      Hamazura trailed off. Takitsubo was looking around with concern on her face.


      He followed her gaze…and noticed something was off.


      “Hey. Where’d Fremea go?!”


      “Last Order doesn’t seem to be here, either.”


      At that moment.


      Having blocked the subway tunnel door, the stark-white Rhinoceros Beetle 05 stayed absolutely still, not moving an inch under the withering volleys from its sister machines. Errors popped up one after another at the contradiction between its current course of action and the ideal evasive maneuvers and tactics it could theoretically be employing, but it shoved them all away and protected the route leading to the targets under its protection—to the death.


      The rhinoceros beetle was still firing quite a few shells to keep its enemies in check, vibrating its thin wings to interfere with vectors by interrupting the shock waves sweeping through the tunnels.


      But it wouldn’t be enough.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 wasn’t protecting a human behind itself. It was protecting the entire wall around the door to prevent fleeing humans from being buried alive. That was a vastly wider area it needed to keep safe. And naturally, the wider the area, the more difficult it was to actually pull off.


      Several gashes ran through the machine’s glossy white surface.


      Living organisms felt pain, but Rhinoceros Beetle 05 didn’t.


      It began to feel a powerful feeling of defiance, not so much at its body being destroyed under the relentless barrage, but at the possibility it would be damaged too much for its regeneration to keep up with and be forced to yield the way. The sight of it being unable to move and having to watch as its enemies picked off one escaped human after another—well, it didn’t want to run the simulations on that.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 would eventually lose. It was inevitable


      The damage would accumulate and eventually exceed its automatic regeneration speed. Whether it liked it or not, this would end in its destruction—and that of the wall behind it.


      But by then, the humans would have made it far away. Beyond where the fangs of its sister units could reach them. They wouldn’t be able to change that result. They wouldn’t be able to win—because of all the time they’d wasted.


      Normal calculations would reveal this to be simply unnecessary. But as Rhinoceros Beetle 05 continued to block the door, it poured its entire being into achieving this goal.


      The cannon fire continued.


      Cracks formed, one after the next, around its glowing red eyes.


      It checked how much time had passed. It had bought enough. Even at a walk, a normal human would be on the surface by now.


      It had achieved its mission objective.


      It realized that.


      It also realized it would completely crumple within five or six more shots. And yet Rhinoceros Beetle 05 buried its six feet in the concrete ground and maintained its defense to the death.


      However.


      “Nyaa, nyaa!!! Anyway, we won’t forgive them for leaving you here!!!”


      “You have to run away, too, cries Misaka cries Misaka!!!”


      The moment the stark-white machine heard that, it felt as though its body had shrunk. If it were an organic life-form made of muscles and organs, then perhaps it would have expressed the sensation as a tightening of its heart.


      It could barely buy any more time.


      The situation had just gotten worse. If the enemy machines made it through, the first thing they would do was tear those girls apart.


      …I cannot let this end yet!!!!!!


      It arrived at a decision quickly.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 moved its body ever so slightly away from the door, leaving just enough room for a small child to get back into the tunnel.


      “This way!!!” it shouted. “We’re getting out. Hurry!!!”


      Ignoring the girls—who, for some reason, were attempting to climb up its torso section—Rhinoceros Beetle 05 flapped its giant, thin wings at a specific high frequency.


      A moment later, Last Order and Fremea bobbed upward, floating.


      “Nyawah?! Anyway, why are we spacewalking all of a sudden?!”


      “Are you making us float with those vibrations? asks Misaka asks Misaka.”


      “I am using high-frequency waves outside human hearing to cause a resonance vibration in the empty space in the fabric of your clothes. This system is unlike that of bird or insect wings and more akin to flying fish that glide along the surface of the water with their tail fins.”


      The girls let out shrieks of delight, perhaps because they did not have a very good understanding of the situation. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 kept them floating and began to withdraw.


      While pummeling its encroaching sister machines with a hail of cannon fire, it charged backward through the tunnel.


      The hostile machines responded to this immediately.


      To an extent, their cannon attacks could cover the distance Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was gaining. The hostile machines would have decided that it would be worth crushing their floating targets even if they were only able to blast the traitor and send it tumbling down the tunnel.


      But the machines refrained from doing so.


      The regular vibrations coming from the ends of their six legs had made them immediately take evasive maneuvers.


      In essence, they had judged there to be a possibility of a train approaching.


      “…?”


      But even after thirty seconds passed, there was no train lamp to be seen.


      Then finally, another possibility rose to the surface.


      The possibility that the fleeing traitor was striking the railway using the same vibration pattern as train wheels.


      After zooming backward through the tunnel for a while, Rhinoceros Beetle 05, wary of the darkness, decided it had bought enough time to do a one-eighty and continue rushing in the same direction.


      Then there was a change near his rear section. The children floating just above the machine were doing something.


      To be precise, they had started scribbling on its opened armor plating with a marker or something.


      “Nyaa, nyaa. Anyway, there’s so many of these things that we should put a mark on this one so we don’t get them mixed up.”


      “What is that? asks Misaka asks Misaka, pointing at the doodle.”


      “Oh, this? It’s the mark of Team Hamazura!!!”


      I appreciate the sentiment, thought Rhinoceros Beetle 05, but I wish you wouldn’t use something oil based.
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      In Academy City, there were no functioning radio towers that could serve as landmarks. From the perspective of technology information protection, radio towers that spread too many waves over a wide area were actually just a hindrance.


      Even if they weren’t necessary, however, a few had been built as proof-of-concept tests of construction techniques.


      This particular radio tower was fifty meters tall and buried within the crowds of high-rise buildings. The iron structure was small enough to be called a miniature. And there he stood, leaning against a thick iron support.


      Teitoku Kakine.


      “…He got me. He really got me. I never thought he would take out three hundred mes in fifteen minutes. He might not be able to kill me, but he sure can rip ’em open and roll ’em up to stop ’em from moving.”


      His tone was carefree and devoid of bitterness.


      Direct damage wasn’t really the name of the game in a battle between Number One and Number Two to begin with.


      Teitoku Kakine was the creator—he could keep on producing new things every time they got destroyed.


      Accelerator was the destroyer—he could manipulate vectors to intercept any attack imaginable.


      The physical events appearing on the surface weren’t the most important thing. Not for those two. Victory would go to the one who analyzed, ascertained, and dissected what made them special: the calculation patterns, thought processes, and personal realities underpinning their abilities.


      In their last battle, Teitoku had used Dark Matter, which didn’t exist in this world, to reflect the sunlight and shock waves—all to manifest attacks that came from vectors impossible on Earth.


      His initial premise was this: How did one undermine the walls of Accelerator’s reflection?


      Focus on that, and you would see the true progression of the battle so far.


      “Your attack patterns, your reflection logic, the three hundred bodies you destroyed—it’s the same as a nervous breakdown. You might swing and miss, but if you remember the pictures and numbers on the cards, you can take that knowledge along with you. And I’m beginning to see the whole.”


      Something large and white flew overhead. It was about fifty meters long.


      Weaving through the iron beams and cutting through the air of the proof-of-concept miniature radio tower was a gigantic dragonfly made of Dark Matter.


      “Anyway, before that,” said Kakine as though seeing off a paper airplane he’d made, “this might just end up with your battery running out. That would be pretty lame, but still.”


      “…That’s what he’s probably thinking,” muttered Accelerator under a huge overpass.


      He was on top of the complex web of iron beams supporting the bridge. He sat down on one of them, resting his back against another beam that intersected with it, casually messing with the switch of the electrode choker around his neck.


      The choker’s battery could only hold out for thirty minutes.


      He’d already gone through fifteen minutes of it—half his total.


      Teitoku Kakine had driven him to the brink of death by rejecting any attempt at a short-term resolution and simply continuing to hold off Accelerator. Thanks to that incident, which had deeply scarred his brain, Accelerator needed to rely on the Misaka network for proxy calculations; otherwise, he couldn’t even stand upright or communicate with others, much less use his incredibly powerful ability.


      However…


      Fifteen minutes isn’t exactly a hard time limit. It’s just that my battery will empty after that. In which case…


      Water pipes and electrical cables ran under this land bridge, and there was a thick pipe right next to Accelerator. He looked along its length, verifying the electric current and voltage. Then he ripped off the cable’s outer casing with his bare hand, not hesitating in the slightest.


      He could recharge.


      It was a simple idea certainly, but it wasn’t as though he could just plug the thick power cable’s high-tension current into his choker. Instead, he began to stack up a few metal plates he’d procured before slipping into this hiding spot, tying them together with wire to create an improvised transformer.


      If there was even a microscopic error in his calculations, his choker could ignite—in fact, the transformer could easily blow his fingers clean off.


      But he didn’t waver. He quickly hooked the power cable into the transformer, then ran a small cord to his electrode battery to recharge it.


      I can’t wait here for twenty minutes. I’ll only be able to get a few seconds or so.


      He would be honest and admit he was at a disadvantage. He would accept that.


      But he would move forward anyway.


      If I can make Kakine think I’ll run outta gas after another fifteen minutes, a few seconds of additional charge will be enough. I’ll use the gap to throw in another attack and obliterate him.


      Accelerator had already laid the foundation to make that happen. Academy City’s number one monster hadn’t blown through half his battery life for nothing. He simply knew how strong number two power was—strong enough that Accelerator would need half his battery.


      …Anyway, the attacks I made with insane calculation patterns on purpose should have reached him by now. If he tries to find an optimal solution for me based on them, I won’t even need to use the extra battery seconds. This’ll be over in one move.


      “…Yeah, the bastard’s probably thinking something along those lines.”


      Teitoku Kakine leaned against a beam around halfway up a steel tower.


      …If a battery’s the bottleneck, anyone would want to secure some electric power. And he understands most of all how frail his reflection can be. He won’t let slip any weakness. But habits? They stick around. The smell of his true self lies somewhere within all the decoys.


      Seeing that the sheer white dragonfly soaring in the skies hadn’t found its target, Kakine placed foremost in his mind the idea of looking in spots not visible from the air.


      The biggest problem is those wings. Those weren’t theoretically possible. They can manifest attacks strong enough to break through Dark Matter, which would be a considerable threat—if Accelerator could throw ’em out any time he wanted.


      But it wouldn’t be that easy.


      There’s not enough data, since the frequency of their manifestation is so low. But they always seem to show up when his emotions are at an extreme—whether positive or negative. And the wings are only ever out for a little while…which means I hold him in check. That’s the only thing I need to do. I don’t know what I would be draining from him that way, but just like his other ability, he’ll self-destruct as long as I stall long enough.


      There had been plenty of time for Kakine to think about it.


      So, so much time—after his organs were destroyed, then replaced with artificial ones, and some shithead had taken advantage of him to create leagues of armaments and weapons and whatnot.


      Accelerator’s wicked strong, but his emotions can explode. There will be an opening—valleys between the peaks. I, on the other hand, will just provide him with a constant, steady stream of creation. The moment he falls into one of those valleys, it’ll all be over. I’ve just gotta keep making more of myself.


      “That’s probably what he’s thinking.”


      “That’s probably what the bastard’s thinking.”


      Somewhere in the city, monsters murmured. At length, with repetition, they mentally dug deeper and deeper into their opponent’s psychology.


      Perhaps the contest had begun even before they started trading blows. Both had already displayed their monstrosity during the very preliminary stages.


      Number One unhooked the power cable he was using for electricity, then got up on his modern-designed crutch and quietly left the overpass.


      Number Two decided that bird’s-eye surveillance would get him nowhere, then jumped from the steel tower without any hesitation.


      Their next exchange.


      Their next move.


      ““That will decide it.””


      Their voices overlapped, as if they’d arranged it in advance.


      With their backs turned to one another, they spoke simultaneously, even while at a distance.


      That time would come before long.


      5


      “…Function?” asked Kamijou, confusion on his face.


      Fräulein Kreutune trembled—with a chattering or perhaps a creaking. With her long hair sprawled out over the road, she nodded slightly. Her eyes moved irregularly, as if they were searching for something that wasn’t there.


      “Bipedal creatures decide it’s natural to stand on two feet. But do they really? If a crawling baby was raised without anyone to teach it anything, would it try to stand on shaky legs?”


      “……”


      He knew what she was implying.


      Babies were creatures that fundamentally crawled on all fours. They were creatures who thought that was natural. They would only stand on their feet if a parent held their hands and let them practice walking or by watching how adults lived on their feet and learning from example, in a way. In either case, they came into their bipedal lifestyle through external stimulation.


      And once a creature learned how to live on its feet, they would never go back to crawling on purpose. Just because they could live on all fours, they wouldn’t proactively try to. They had already obtained the function of being bipedal, and they had learned how convenient it was.


      In that case.


      What if?


      “…Even I do not know when I was installed with this function,” whispered Fräulein Kreutune, all the while continuing to exhale her strangely heated breath. “But the circumstances don’t matter. I’ve acquired the function of eating a human’s brain to gain information. And now that I have it, the basis for my actions is being overwritten, replaced by behavior based on this function. So… That is…”


      It wasn’t about whether or not she wanted to do it.


      When creatures gained lungs and went up onto land, they never went back to the sea.


      When creatures gained wings and flew into the sky, they never again ran on the land.


      To Fräulein Kreutune, not eating brains was like holding her breath, walking backward, or never blinking. She would suffer no matter what. To avoid this agony, she would choose the more “natural” action.


      “……”


      Kamijou glanced at his right hand.


      If the function had been implanted in her to provoke her to change, then maybe he could destroy it with his right hand’s power.


      However…


      …It would be like precision surgery. Could I even do that? And I don’t know what mechanisms are running her in the first place. If I touch her…couldn’t her whole body just vanish?


      “I… My function…is already in effect,” she said, teeth chattering. “The girl said she was my friend. But I can’t stop it. How? Why would I have a function meant just for eating that child’s brain…?”


      “Hey, wait. You mean you can’t just eat anyone’s brain?”


      “…Grrrkkk… Gkkk…”


      Crrrk. Fräulein Kreutune’s head cocked to the side. Her long silver hair was covering her face. Her expression was unreadable.


      But she trembled.


      Unstably, like grass blowing in the wind, she slowly got to her feet.


      “…Hey,” said Kamijou.


      She didn’t answer.


      “Where are you going? Wait—listen to me! Who is this child you’re talking abou—?”


      Before he could finish, the taste of metal exploded in his mouth.


      “Grph, blurph?!”


      He swayed.


      He fell.


      Fräulein Kreutune hadn’t done anything. Scorching pain bloomed from his right side. Kamijou had escaped the ICU right after the emergency surgery. The wound could open at any moment.


      As he fell onto his side, he watched Fräulein Kreutune’s legs grow more distant.


      A slight tremble ran from the center of his spine to his fingertips. He couldn’t even reach out.


      His mouth opened and closed, but no sound passed his lips.


      …Was I…wrong?


      Fräulein Kreutune said she’d recently acquired the function of eating people’s brains.


      Had her exit from the Windowless Building triggered this change?


      Kamijou and Thor had been the ones to try and destroy the building’s armor plating. But Fräulein Kreutune was the one who had actually done the job—from the inside. Kamijou was pretty sure he hadn’t directly caused this.


      And yet…


      Why had Fräulein Kreutune chosen that exact moment to try and get outside? Was it really just a coincidence? Or had Kamijou and Thor’s actions kicked off a chain of events that ultimately pulled her trigger?


      If that was the case…


      …Then were we wrong to want to save her…?


      There was a small crunching noise.


      Kamijou’s fingertips trembled, and he couldn’t move them much. But he managed to scrape his nails across the asphalt.


      He clenched his teeth, mouth still full of the taste of metal, and a thought came to him.


      That couldn’t be right.


      Maybe Fräulein Kreutune would have eventually burst out of the Windowless Building of her own accord if Kamijou and Thor hadn’t done anything. Maybe Gremlin would have destroyed the Windowless Building’s armor if the group had been left to their own devices. Maybe Ollerus’s faction would have pulled some trick to abduct her. All these what-if scenarios swirled around her—maybe she’d gotten out independently of Kamijou and Thor’s actions. Maybe she’d acquired the function to eat brains independently of what they had done.


      But.


      Was it right to give up on her just because of that?


      “…I won’t…accept it…”


      Something flowed from his right side as his entire body began to tremble terribly. Nevertheless, Kamijou used what little strength he had to force his hands to grab hold of the ground. He searched for anything he could latch on to and push himself up.


      It was no doubt a major problem that Fräulein Kreutune had acquired the function of eating human brains. But was it right to keep her locked up inside the Windowless Building all this time? Was that forgivable? Two wrongs didn’t make a right. Trying to assign a lesser or greater blame to either of them was definitely wrong.


      He wouldn’t accept this.


      He couldn’t accept this.


      No matter how she’d been treated over the indescribably long course of history. No matter how complex, how inexplicable the mechanisms driving her as a person were.


      Fräulein Kreutune had finally gotten outside.


      Even if it had been a dangerous tightrope, even if she’d slipped through the cracks, she’d truly achieved freedom.


      And that?


      He just couldn’t let that be taken from her.


      All metaphor, all idiom aside.


      She’d escaped into a vast world and felt sunlight for the first time in decades.


      He could never accept that the world was a nightmare, holding nothing but blood, death, and violence.


      Slowly…


      Slowly, Kamijou got to his feet. Placing his hand on the roadside tree next to him, he forced his battered body to rise.


      He didn’t know how much time he had left.


      He would be lucky if he had twenty or thirty minutes.


      But that didn’t change what he needed to do. All the insane binds, nightmares, conditions attached to Fräulein Kreutune—he would destroy every last one of them.


      …Now, where did she go?


      He looked around, then quietly left the roadside tree. His body immediately threatened to collapse to the ground under the weight of gravity, but he somehow endured. Once again, he took a step forward.


      He could still walk.


      He could still act.


      The decision made, a little smile rose to his lips—and then his hips gave out. He tried to regain his balance but to no avail. His upper body plummeted toward the ground.


      And then it happened.


      Plmph. A soft sensation held him up.


      Someone had reached out for him from the side as he fell.


      “…?” He tried to crane his neck, but his body wouldn’t obey.


      And…


      “…I finally found you,” the girl whispered.


      Mentally, Kamijou didn’t understand. But it wasn’t because his mental faculties had been scrambled from blood loss.


      No—it was just because he didn’t know French.


      “The key leading to Gremlin’s members. The crucial piece for me to exact my vengeance. Finally. At last, I can begin my life…”


      Appearance-wise, at least, she appeared to be a girl of twelve or thirteen, with blond hair and blue eyes.
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      Her outfit, a wet suit combined with translucent fibers, had the silhouette of a dress belonging to a fairy-tale heroine.


      It was one of the players in the hellscape of Hawaii.


      One of those who had called themselves a member of Gremlin.


      Cendrillon, the French-speaking sorcerer, gave a dark smile.


      “So you can’t die yet. Not until I have my revenge.”
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      The stark-white Rhinoceros Beetle 05, which was currently making Last Order and Fremea Seivelun hover in the air like it was some kind of sky-diving practice device, passed an intersection in the subway rail tunnels, followed heating pipes and multipurpose grooves for flood prevention, then burst onto some under-construction tracks. Then the machine passed through an exit and into the sunlight of the surface once again.


      Normally, this would have caused a major commotion. But the Ichihanaran Festival—a ritual ceremony where schools all over the city brought out the latest in Academy City technology to try and draw attention, all to boost application rates—was currently in full swing. While it was strange for such a performance to be held outside of any school’s campus, things like a giant beetle popping up out of nowhere were beginning to fall under the category of “regular stuff that happens under special circumstances.” (Of course, eyewitness reports of the other machines tearing up town hadn’t yet spread to this area, which helped matters somewhat. But also, most big social media sites were difficult to access on event days.)


      However, that didn’t mean this would work forever.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 wielded Dark Matter, and its creator had the full backing of Academy City. If Kakine could have free access to the city’s cameras and cities, then Rhinoceros Beetle 05 would leave a trail if it continued to lumber around in the open.


      It had few options to choose from.


      First was to guide the smaller Last Order and Fremea to a tighter space, like a ventilation duct, and have them run away. In that case, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 would need to act as a diversion, pulling away from the girls while making as big of a show as possible.


      Second was to continue moving quickly, never settling on a specific hideout of any sort. The cameras and sensors might pick up its location, but it could still evade detection as long as it kept on switching places before people could rush there.


      Stopping for a moment at an improvised basketball court in a vacant lot between buildings, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 kept Last Order and Fremea floating, then in parallel changed the vibration frequency of its giant wings to also create an artificial voice so as to explain the situation.


      Both choices still carried risks, but for the stark-white rhinoceros beetle, it decided this was safer. It was the difference from being able to move somewhere with no cameras or sensors and constantly exposing itself to them.


      However…


      “Nyaa, nyaa! You’re still saying that?! Anyway, we already marked you as part of Team Hamazura! We’re not gonna abandon you!!!”


      “If we all put our heads together, we’ll get through this, so don’t worry, says Misaka says Misaka while pounding her chest as if to say bring it on.”


      …Rhinoceros Beetle 05, however, had no right to decide. Even if it pushed the two girls into a small duct or a dumpster, they would come right back after it as it tried to provide a diversion, which would ruin everything.


      Despite the high risk factor, he would have to stay with them.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 immediately switched thought processes.


      “You two are being pursued by a variety of factions and hostile elements. I propose that we assign each enemy a priority level and act in accordance with that.”


      “Nyaa? Enemies?”


      “There are two groups, broadly speaking. The first is the other machines like me—in other words, the weaponry created from Number Two’s Dark Matter—as well as Teitoku Kakine himself… However, while this faction is extremely strong, their patterns of action are also easy to predict. After all, I am one of them. I can simply ask myself what I would do.”


      Of course, the flaw was that Kakine’s faction would be able to predict Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s actions just as easily…but it was better than having nothing at all to go off.


      At the very least, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 and the others wouldn’t end up in a fatal situation immediately upon encountering them.


      In that sense…


      “The more troubling enemy is Fräulein Kreutune. Her combat power is unknown, as are her behavioral patterns. If she ambushes us, she will be extremely dangerous.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had only received minimal information on her.


      He converted that data and the derivative information that could be speculated from it into words.


      “Fräulein Kreutune is a creature that emerges by acquiring information. And she has found a way to gain a vast amount of data much more quickly than she can via sight and hearing—by taking control of a massive electromagnetic information network known as the Misaka network.”


      “Nya???”


      Fremea just made a blank, confused expression, but Last Order fell gravely quiet.


      “One can make contact with the network itself, which uses same length brain waves, as long as one has a way to control bioelectric currents. For example, I am equipped with a biological antenna that uses the same construction as Ampullae of Lorenzini, which sharks use to find prey. However…”


      “…Is it like how you can’t get a TV signal just by putting up a metal rod? asks Misaka asks Misaka.”


      “Yes. You would need a decoder program. And since you are the command tower, the one acting as their external interface, you would be most suitable. Fräulein Kreutune is attempting to copy the electromagnetic information inside you, including your synaptic maze, into her brain—by consuming your brain. If she succeeds, she will hijack the Misaka network and absorb the entirety of its information, likely emerging immediately as a result.”


      “Consuming… You mean eating? asks Misaka asks Misaka.”


      “Nyaa! She would never do that! She said we were friends!!!”


      I hope you’re right, thought Rhinoceros Beetle 05.


      The data showed that these two had encountered Fräulein Kreutune the previous night. Fräulein Kreutune had gained her brain-eating function after midnight.


      At this point…


      …it was best to think of her as a completely different person from who she had been yesterday.


      “Fräulein Kreutune is not driven by reason, thought, desire, impulse, or instinct but pure function. This makes her unyielding. Just as a human who uses a cell phone calculator forgets how to do mental math, just as a human who uses their cell phone’s character conversion forgets how to write kanji, a new function will drag her entire life along with it. Fräulein Kreutune’s own thought processes have nothing to do with it. She may try and stop herself, but her function will surpass her efforts.”


      For centuries, no method of killing had been able to end this woman’s life. And now she was racing toward a single girl at full speed, on the shortest possible path, to devour her head.


      Frankly, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had determined that while it might be able to defeat Fräulein Kreutune, it would not be able to stop her advance. It could think of many ways to deal major damage to all parts of her body—an endless barrage of cannon fire, rushing her down with its giant frame, stabbing her with its horn—but it could not envision any ending in which it actually stopped her.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 itself was a weapon without any weak spots. It was made to eventually regenerate from all damage and resume automatic operation.


      But Fräulein Kreutune was different.


      For Rhinoceros Beetle 05, the relationship between sustained damage and regeneration time was perfectly proportional. But Fräulein Kreutune didn’t seem to follow that kind of logic.


      The beetle would stop for a while if destroyed. The woman would continue her charge unobstructed even if destroyed.


      It was a minor difference, but like an artisan who had reached their peak, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 didn’t need more than that to understand something.


      It was best to avoid crossing paths with her in the first place.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s judgment was straightforward.


      It was like playing poker against someone with an infinite supply of money. One small mistake would result in you going bankrupt. If the game began at all, your doom was sealed.


      Thankfully, Fräulein Kreutune’s movement was still limited by her arms and legs. She wouldn’t suddenly sprout wings from her back or shoot thread like a spider.


      Although this would increase the risk of Teitoku Kakine’s forces capturing them, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 could, for example, climb up the walls of buildings or jump from rooftop to rooftop in order to set obstacles to stall Fräulein Kreutune’s pursuit. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was based on an insect, and it needed to exploit that fact to the fullest.


      At least, that was its idea.


      “Nyaa. Anyway, that means we’ve gotta save her!!!”


      “We can’t abandon a friend in need, agrees Misaka agrees Misaka.”


      Its entire thought process abruptly swerved off course.


      The correct answers, gleaned from every detail it could consider, were blown away.


      As Rhinoceros Beetle 05 sat there like a machine that had lost its coordinates due to radio wave interference, the two girls kept on speaking.


      “You said yourself! It’s not about whether she wants to or not, right? That means it’s not her fault. I don’t really get this stuff about functions. It’s too hard to understand. But if something is forcing her to do it, then we can’t just leave her.”


      “…Misaka has heard of this before, says Misaka says Misaka, thinking back. I know how painful it is for someone else to use programs or viruses to make you do stuff you don’t want to do just because they’ll benefit from it, says Misaka says Misaka, poking the side of her head with her index finger. And I won’t let that happen again—so if one of my friends is going through that, then I have to save her, declares Misaka declares Misaka.”


      Because she was in pain.


      Because we wanted to save her.


      Because she was our friend.


      Because…


      Perhaps it wasn’t correct, but the two girls must have realized the threat to their lives at the moment when they were actually attacked. And yet these things they were saying—those feelings were all they needed to spring into action. The stark-white machine fell silent. It ran an analysis, trying to figure out why all the girls’ prior experiences weren’t operating effectively in their minds. In addition to its logical thought processes, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had spontaneously acquired signal patterns that resembled simple emotions: happiness, anger, sadness, pleasure. It searched and searched for why it wasn’t able to speculate about how the girls’ minds were working.


      And it came to a likely conclusion.


      They were real.


      They prioritized emotion over logic. Desire over calculation. This was foolish, perhaps, but that was the heart that every human had—needed to have—at work. Call it absurd, but nobody could laugh at this. It was something precious.


      So Rhinoceros Beetle 05 just had to go along with it.


      The answer the girls had arrived at was noble, proud, and beautiful in form. At the same time, however, it reeked of inexperience, danger, and failure. Something had to be added to bridge the gap between ideals and reality. Otherwise, the real threats would tear Last Order and Fremea apart before their answer led them to saving anybody.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had been created by Teitoku Kakine, but unlike the others, it had escaped his control. It likely had no future.


      It had no home to return to, no new goals to set. It was fated to be hunted down by its master, rejected by other groups and factions as an abnormality, an out-of-control weapon.


      And because of that…


      At the very least…


      It would see these two girls home again. If risking their lives to save their friends was normal in their world, then it would give everything it had to their way of doing things. And it wasn’t just going to put in a lot of effort; no, it was going to pull off this feat perfectly.


      Because…


      …only by going that far would there be any meaning in escaping its master’s control.


      “I understand.”


      Privately troubled at the incredible risks posed by simple simulations, the white beetle flapped its wings and spoke.


      “Then we will proceed to rescue Fräulein Kreutune while evading Teitoku Kakine’s pursuit. Is this agreeable?”


      “Yeah! ’Cause that’s what friends do! says Misaka says Misaka, patting the open armor plating with the palm of her hand while floating in the air!”


      “Nyaa! Anyone on Team Hamazura would do the same. We’re all gonna work hard! But don’t forget—we all have to make it back together!”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had no function to create expressions with facial muscles.


      And it was glad it didn’t.


      It was grateful for the girls’ promise, but it knew it wouldn’t be able to measure up to it.
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      Grash-grash-grash-grash!!! The sounds of metal hitting concrete grew more distant—a sound that was supposed to have been in the underground tunnel. And yet Hamazura could hear it even after fleeing to the surface.


      “…Looks like those beetles are headed somewhere,” he pointed out.


      “Maybe they’re chasing the girls?” wondered Takitsubo aloud.


      With an ear to their conversation, Yoshikawa flipped open her cell phone. However, she didn’t get the response she was hoping for. “Last Order isn’t answering… But she might be safer if her phone battery is dead. It’s one less way they have to pinpoint her location.”


      “What do you think?” asked Hamazura.


      “I can’t be optimistic here. But those rhinoceros beetles are in the process of chasing them, right? There’s no way those girls could outrun them, and yet the beetles haven’t caught up. I think it’s safe to assume someone or something is helping them.”


      “Bet it’s that haywire beetle.”


      Hamazura thought back to the machine’s giant body and how it had put itself at risk to close off the exit.


      On the other hand, there was still the question of who had created that swarm of beetles and why. And worse—if they were under someone’s control, what kinds of awful functions might that person have installed in them?


      In other words…


      …the creator might have a means of overriding the rogue beetle’s thought processes and forcing it to prioritize remote instructions.


      “Tunnels are built and shared for all kinds of things,” said Hamazura. “Subways, underground rail, multipurpose gutters and grooves, cable-based distribution infrastructure… It’s as complicated as an anthill inside. If they ignored traffic rules, then there’s no telling where the girls might have exited.”


      “And if they got stuck, what then? Before long, the mechs on their tail will show up. We’re up against tank-grade firepower and vector-manipulation tech that can perfectly control shock waves, at the very least. And if one of those things can eventually regenerate even after getting cut in half…then a bazooka definitely isn’t going to cut it.”


      “We’re not out of options, though.” Hamazura squatted down and pressed a nearby pebble into the surface of the sidewalk, using it to draw a simple diagram. “We can’t destroy those beetles. Well, we can, but they just revive. But what if we could stop them from reconstituting? Like spearguns for hunting sharks—what if we get a few big hooked stakes and drove them into those machine so they get stuck?”


      “Do you actually know how durable they are, Hamazura?” asked Takitsubo.


      “Remember when all the beetles were hitting each other? They seem to be built with regeneration in mind. They can be broken—it’s not like they’re impenetrable. We can revamp a few of those things they use to break down doors during terrorist incidents. I bet those would go through.”


      “…Portable pile bunkers are another option. They’re for when armed forces hijack research labs; they’re made to knock down thick airtight doors. Of course, they say having them around can make the threat of terrorism worse.”


      That type of portable pile bunker was generally kept in Anti-Skill offices, Anti-Skill armored vehicles, or disaster-prevention boxes in research facilities. Hamazura didn’t consider it much to brag about, but they were something he could access, given his prior Skill-Out experience.


      In order to run the pile bunkers through the white beetles, they would need to get into point-blank range with those things—which was tricky because of their weight. The white beetles had specs rivaling tanks, so in order to stay at a safe distance, they would need a weapon that could shoot the machines from at least five kilometers away. If they got any closer than that—whether it was four kilometers or one millimeter away—the beetles would detect them and instantly shower them in cannon fire.


      So in summary, they would get their hands on pile bunkers they could hold, avoid enemy detection, and launch a flawless attack.


      That was the best option.


      “But, Hamazura, that means…,” Takitsubo trailed off.


      “Yeah. That strange beetle protecting the girls isn’t perfect. If it gets pinned down, they’ll be defenseless. We’ve gotta save them before that happens.”


      Just then, he heard a familiar voice from nearby.


      “Huh? What’s all this? Mind explaining the situation?”


      “Mugino? What are you doing here?” said Hamazura dubiously, turning around.


      Next to the tall girl was Saiai Kinuhata, who waved at him.


      “Actually, we had to deal with a super-annoying surprise attack before dawn. After taking care of it, we looked at patterns of people’s movement throughout the city and found a really suspicious spot. I finally shook off that pain-in-the-ass Kuroyoru and found Mugino. Why are we suddenly, like, running into you two?” she said.


      “Hamazura, you have thirty seconds to explain the situation,” Mugino demanded.


      Hamazura proceeded to answer extremely quickly, since there was so much to get through. Mugino nodded along. She stayed mostly quiet, sometimes looking annoyed or saying “uh-huh.”


      Once Hamazura was finished, she grabbed his collar. “I get it, Hamazura. So. You don’t know where Fremea went. You left her with a possibly dangerous, out-of-control weapon. And you can’t even guess why you were attacked or what’s going on behind the scenes.”


      “Uh… I guess, yeah, that’s the short of it.”


      “……”


      “Wait! Mugino, wait! Hamazura may be stupid, but you have to let him off the hook!!!”


      “Hey, if you use your prosthetic to smack him, his head’s totally gonna come flying off!!!”


      After a series of striking sounds, a human head bounced around like a metronome, and Kinuhata and Takitsubo frantically stopped the tyrant queen from continuing.


      With the same levity as someone throwing aside an empty soda can, Mugino tossed away the relatively well-built high school boy with one hand. He crashed into a roadside tree and slid down onto the ground. It was hard to tell if she’d let him go or dealt the finishing blow.


      “Failing marks in all regards. But the worst of it is how you suggested to deal with the enemy weapons. What do you mean, if you get spotted, it won’t matter whether you’re four kilometers away or a millimeter? You’re basically saying you should fling a land mine at the things just because you don’t have any missiles. It’s absurd. Four kilometers away is way safer than one millimeter away, you moron.”


      …Hamazura had once thrown a land mine at an armored car on the Russian snowfields before. His eyes began to drift, but he knew that if he looked away, he could invite Mugino’s wrath—and this time, her smack could be deadly.


      Instead, he didn’t make excuses. They wouldn’t do him any good. He just told the truth.


      “But we don’t have a full support team like Anti-Skill or underworld groups do. What, are we just supposed to stumble upon a way to pierce those things’ armor from kilometers away, or—buurfhphhhp???!!!”


      His sudden wail was the consequence of Mugino brutally jamming her heel into his crotch. The blow almost made him froth at the mouth, like a volcanic eruption.


      Takitsubo peered into Hamazura’s face and saw he was trembling. With vacant eyes, she said, “What’s wrong, Hamazura? Why are you shaking?”


      “Maybe he’s in total ecstasy from the unexpected reward.”


      It was just because he couldn’t play it straight with his response.


      …You never know where a girl’s boiling point is gonna be…, thought Hamazura with no shortage of worry before hearing Mugino talk again.


      “Anyway, you just need the kind of firepower to blast through a tank from over five kilometers away, right? Shit’s easier than spinning a pen. Like hell I’m gonna start worrying and bobbing around with a land mine in my arms to get close enough to plant it. You’re a moron for even suggesting it.”


      “…Mugino?”
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      “What? You tryin’ to tell me, the number four Level Five, that my Meltdown ability is cheaper and harder to use than some rocket launcher whose bullets cost ten thousand yen a pop? Is that it, Hamazuraaaaaa?!”


      “Nooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!! I can’t tell if you’re being bashful or if you’re seriously ticked off, and please quit it with the electricity—we’re in public! Hey, wait, stay back! Not the bootheel. Not the booooooooooooooooooooot!!!”


      Whump-whump-whump-whump-whump-whump!!! Trapped in this adolescent nightmare and fading fast, Hamazura barely made out that Yoshikawa was talking on the phone with someone. She’d said before that she couldn’t get through to Last Order, so it must have been someone else.


      And.


      He saw the intelligent-looking adult woman who would probably look good in a lab coat visibly wilt as she was speaking, like a decorative plant left out on the windowsill in summer or a kid who forgot her homework and was getting yelled at by the teacher.


      Drooping as she got off the phone, she gazed into the distance as she asked a question.


      “…Looks like I’m going to get chewed out for child negligence. Maybe I could get a little bit of that high-ranking esper electricity…?”
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      Up on the surface now, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had paused momentarily to think. It had let Last Order and Fremea down on the ground nearby. It could make them float if it used its giant, thin wings, but they’d started spinning themselves around their center of gravity. Since they had been having so much fun that other children might notice, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had temporarily halted it.


      “You know about the Ichihanaran Festival? asks Misaka asks Misaka smugly.”


      “Excuse me—”


      “Nyaa! How many times do I have to tell you not to look down on me?!”


      “May I have a moment? Hello?”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 may have looked like it was behaving free of Teitoku Kakine’s control, but in actuality, it couldn’t escape the curse of Number Two. Even now, his mind was being barraged with commands (?) for him to kill Last Order so as to eliminate Fräulein Kreutune’s motivation.


      “Well, get a load of this—a stamp rally pasteboard! says Misaka says Misaka, showing off hers. You can’t enjoy the event unless you make sure you have this already, says Misa—”


      “Nyaa, nyaa! I have one, too! Obviously!”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 wasn’t actually translating those orders into action because it was using its role as ironer-out of differences of opinions to repeatedly and actively misinterpret and mis-convert the verbal directives. It wasn’t rejecting them or generating any autonomous commands for itself. The master-slave relationship was unbreakable.


      “To the stalls! Anyway, we should visit all the school stalls to settle this!”


      “What about rescuing Fräulein Kreutune?!”


      Because of that…


      …Rhinoceros Beetle 05 came to the simple conclusion that it was one of the top threats to these two girls.


      “Heh-heh-heh. Stamp rallies are easy—all you do is fill in the squares—but it’s the kind of stamps you fill them with that makes them elegant, explains Misaka explains Misaka. Unless you fill your board with the fifteen limited-edition meals or secret stamps, you’ll never beat me! says Misaka says Misaka, declaring victory and stuff!”


      Like chess puzzles, if Rhinoceros Beetle 05 received a verbal demand that was impossible to misconvert, it would end up killing the two girls without hesitation.


      “Nyaa! There’s not much time!!! I’ll just have to fill my whole board with dangerously rare stamps!!!”


      “Fu-hya-ha-ha-ha-ha!!! If you think dangerously rare is the highest kind, then you’ve already lost to—Hey, wait! Listen until the end, says Misaka says Misaka!!!”


      It didn’t even have to be that extreme. If all the information from Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s five senses was shared with every Number Two, then the Dark Matter forces would descend upon the girls in the blink of an eye.


      “Wait… Where have they gone?”


      Noting a distinct lack of shrill voices, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 cut its train of thought short. It used its wings’ artificial voice to ask a question, but nobody was around to answer.


      It scanned its surroundings and spotted the two girls dashing full speed to a nearby school, stamp rally pasteboards in hand. It determined they had completely forgotten they were being chased. For safety reasons, it needed to recapture them as quickly as it could. But…


      But how?


      It could use its giant wings to make the girls float, but they weren’t strong enough to capture two girls who were intent on running away.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 confirmed the specs of its two front legs out of the six it had. They ended in hooked spikes, which had been developed purely for high speeds and to dampen the recoil from firing its cannon. If it tried to grab the girls with its forelegs, they might well slash through the poor things.


      After thinking for a few moments, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 decided to stop thinking entirely.


      It couldn’t come up with a good solution.


      “Argh!”


      Gshhkk-gshhkk-gshhkk!!! With a few orange sparks flying every time it hit the asphalt, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 decided to simply tail Last Order and Fremea for now.


      Since it was the first day of the Ichihanaran Festival, the school areas were brimming with students. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 expected it would stick out like a sore thumb, but strangely, the machine’s presence didn’t cause much of a commotion.


      As for the voices filling its surroundings, it used its ears—or rather, it spread its thin wings to pick up on vibrations in the air—to collect noise from all over.


      “This thing’s from a cutting-edge university, right? They must ride their weird-looking beetles and fight each other with them. Boys sure do like bugs, huh?”


      “Did they have any that were this white, though? Maybe it’s a rare version???”


      “Now, now, everyone. Any research institution must regularly provide results that are easy enough for even a child to understand, lest they risk budget cuts in the future. It’s a sad state of affairs, indeed.”


      If the bystanders were convinced, then there was no need for Rhinoceros Beetle 05 to say anything about it. Still unnecessarily worried about being a strange-looking weapon entering school grounds without any sort of permit, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 walked around the improvised maze of stalls on the campus and finally caught up to the girls.


      They seemed to be in the middle of trying to pay for something by thrusting their train IC cards at the female student working a stall.


      “…What are you doing?”


      “Nyaa, nyaa!!! It’s a shooting stall! But they have a rare stamp as one of the prizes! That’s so unfair! Anyway, it’s so small I can’t hit it!!!”


      “Is it true that you’re supposed to shoot the lady working the stall in that case? asks Misaka asks Misaka, cork gun in one hand.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 shifted its gaze to the stall.


      It was staffed by female student, whose expression was locked into a rather stiff smile. The stall contained a tiered platform made of wood, with several cute-looking stuffed animals and such sitting on it. Apparently, the platform was for a game where one attempted to win prizes by shooting them down.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s cannon barrel swung slightly, as if it were a human cocking their head in confusion. “This game seems rather violent, doesn’t it?”


      “What are you talking about? I’d feel way worse for any stuffed animal that gets left up there all alone, stresses Misaka stresses Misaka, leveling her cork gun. This shot is to liberate the soul of that stuffed animal! says Misaka says Misaka, leaning forward as much as possible to get the cork gun closer to the target, which is definitely not against the rules and is totally sanctioned and fugyaaahhhh!!!”


      “……”


      Last Order hadn’t just leaned forward—she’d practically gotten up onto the counter, then seesawed and almost fell into the stall proper. The female middle school student on duty frantically stopped her.


      Meanwhile, Fremea, who had spent cork bullet after cork bullet trying to get the rare stamp, suddenly turned to Rhinoceros Beetle 05.


      To be precise, she looked straight at its thick hornlike cannon.


      “Nyaa. No helping.”


      “Yes, I know that.”


      “Nyaa, nyaa!!! Anyway, just because I can’t hit the stupid rare stamp and I’m mad about it doesn’t mean you can use that thing to help!!!”


      “I am unsure whether you want me to do it or not. In either case, I will not.”


      After replying with the ideal answer, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 continued to scan the stuffed animals serving as targets for the stall.


      Most of them were colored cloth stuffed with cotton.


      The one that looked like a lion was called Mr. Lion.


      The one that looked like a giraffe was called Mr. Giraffe.


      The one that looked like an elephant was called Mr. Elephant.


      The contents of each stuffed animal was exactly the same, and they had assuredly been produced in the exact same manner, but it seemed that humans would never call something shaped like a lion Mr. Elephant. Conversely, the female middle school student tending the stall seemed to be wearing genuine cow leather shoes, but they were apparently not collectively called Mr. Cow.


      Theirs was a mysterious world where authenticity and fabrication mixed and melded…but what did that make Rhinoceros Beetle 05 right now? It mulled this over.


      Was it a rhinoceros beetle because it had been made to look like one?


      Was it Dark Matter because it had been filled with the stuff?


      Was it just a device for receiving orders from Academy City’s Number Two?


      Was there value in something that continued to willfully misinterpret things?


      “Nyaa. Do you want Mr. Lion?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Anyway, you’re really staring. You should have just said so from the start! We’ll work together to get it! Nyaa, nyaa. So point that big horn of yours at the stall, okay?”


      “…I thought I said I wouldn’t fire.”


      “You don’t have to! Just do it.”


      Still confused, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 followed the directive. All of a sudden, Fremea began to climb up it. Then, as though carefully crossing a log over a gorge, she inched her thighs along the horn and moved forward toward the tip.


      Finally, at the end of the cannon’s barrel—which was sticking almost all the way into the stall—she smugly leveled her cork gun.


      “Nyaa. I’m sure I’ll be able to hit it from point-blank range!!!”


      “……”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was not going to abet wrongdoing, so it shook its cannon side to side.


      The middle school girl tending the stall couldn’t help but smile a little, looking only at what she could see and not understanding any of the pieces composing the current situation.


      Right then, it happened.


      Brrrkkk!!!


      From inside Rhinoceros Beetle 05 came the quiet sound of small cracks forming.


      The price of breaking from Teitoku Kakine’s control was beginning to rear its head.
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      In School District 7, a cannon had fired out of nowhere.


      Fragments of news about this event had reached the sorcerers whose trip to District 12 had left them empty-handed.


      Sylvia.


      Brunhild Eichtbel.


      Leivinia Birdway.


      “This could be another diversion to keep us guessing. But it’s better than nothing at all, I suppose. Even a decoy might have information to give us if we squeeze hard enough.”


      Sylvia the saint sounded bored. She took a sip of coffee and a bite of a sandwich from a world-famous chain restaurant, then went completely impassive and pushed the entire plate away.


      Right to Brunhild, in fact, who pushed it farther to the side and toward Leivinia. “Who exactly we end up running into at the scene of the incident will depend on whether the cannon was fired to stop Fräulein Kreutune’s rampage or if that was just a distraction. And if that blast ended things, the place will be swarming with everyone who’s after Fräulein Kreutune…”


      The Valkyrie took a bite of her hot dog, scowled, and drenched the entire thing in yellow mustard. Then she took another bite of it before continuing.


      “If it’s a clever distraction, then who’s responsible? Gremlin, the ones chasing us? Someone from Academy City’s underworld? Or…”


      “…Touma Kamijou.”


      Not even glancing at the plate being pushed in front of her, Leivinia stuck her fork into the small salad on the table, crunching it.


      “I doubt he would willingly create a distraction that involved destruction, but still… Even that would depend on who he’s got on his team. To be honest, there are some things I can’t predict about how his mind works.”


      In response to Leivinia’s pessimism, however, Sylvia gave a thin smile. “Don’t sulk like that, little one. Though I suppose you are acting your age, which I certainly favor.”


      “…What was that?”


      “I’m saying you look as though the reliable older boy from your neighborhood got very far ahead of you while you weren’t looking. That said, he did take a bullet to the side—an unfortunate accident—but still deceived you. Maybe you’re surprised he can think more deeply than you gave him credit for. But that’s how humans are. Everyone has a lot more on their mind than others realize.”


      “Are you making fun of me?”


      “I’m not even sure who you’re angry at right now,” said Sylvia, easily deflecting the question. “And quite frankly, I’m not sure you have the right to be mad. You’ve deceived Kamijou time and time again for your own purposes. But now that he’s pulled one over on you, you’re angry? That’s how children think. You must be prepared, at least, for what you do to others to be done back to you. If I were in your shoes, I’d be quite grateful he didn’t pay it back double or triple.”


      “……”


      An invisible, illusory sort of raging flame began to burn inside the restaurant.


      In a more dangerous country, other patrons may have noticed the murder in the air.


      Sylvia naturally did. But she ignored it and continued.


      “Oh! Well, people deceive for many different reasons. Sometimes a little white lie can be laughed off. If you were just trying to be gentle with him, I can understand how this must hurt. Hypothetically, if someone wanted someone to safely bow out of the conflict with Gremlin, then—”


      Skreeeee!!!!!!


      A shrill noise pierced the air, slightly cracking glass as it went. On the surface, the cause seemed unknown.


      But as Leivinia reached across the table with her small hand, Brunhild caught her wrist in midair.


      Sylvia was still smiling. A red drop dribbled from the corner of her lips.


      “Stand down,” said Brunhild lowly.


      Leivinia violently shook her hand free. The next thing she said made it clear she was fed up with the whole thing.


      “…What about Ollerus?”


      “Still preparing,” answered Sylvia simply.


      Leivinia clicked her tongue in clear annoyance.


      Then she stood up from her seat.


      “The three of us should get started, then—and this time, we’ll wreak such havoc that nothing will be left in our wake.”


      Two saints—of which less than twenty existed in the world—and the boss of one of the greatest sorcerer’s societies in the United Kingdom. They were monsters who possessed the kind of power to bring an entire nation with thin magical defenses to its knees.


      These three women finally chose to act.


      10


      “Seven-color yakisoba!!!”


      Fremea proudly showed off a dish of noodles that definitely had far too many chemicals added to produce all that color.


      By Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s calculations, they had gone to almost thirteen schools in total, but the girls didn’t look the least bit tired. Considering a human’s muscular tissue composition, it was very strange they weren’t completely exhausted. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 decided the secretion of matter in their brains was causing their perception to lag.


      …And I, too…, it thought.


      Krrrk. Kraaak.


      Listening to the odd noises coming from inside itself, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 thought, If only I could be managed in the same way…


      Academy City’s number two Level Five: Dark Matter.


      Originally, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was equipped with the functionality to easily stop shots from a tank’s cannon and instantly regenerate from even a warship’s guns to return to the front lines.


      But right now, it didn’t have that sort of durability.


      It was akin to skin protecting an animal’s body deteriorating to the point where it couldn’t even be used as leather in a bag.


      The beetle was constructed from the best materials, but it was a slave; it was the master’s role to make those materials work.


      “Nyaa? What’s wrong? You got all quiet.”


      “It’s nothing…”


      “Are you hungry? Anyway, I’ll share half my seven-color yakisoba with you!”


      “I would prefer to refrain, but thank you. But please, please no.”


      Hiding its internal deterioration, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 focused on reanalyzing the current situation.


      Right now, they were being chased by Academy City’s Number Two—Teitoku Kakine—as well as Fräulein Kreutune…but having input the precondition involving the possibility that constantly moving would produce less danger than carelessly staying put, it had begun to think that perhaps, rather than choosing the shortest, fastest escape route in a mechanical fashion, it would be even better to let the girls’ impulses add to the randomness of the situation, since it would make them harder to find as a result.


      Well.


      Mostly, that thought came from how the two girls were darting restlessly from one place to the next while Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was just breaking down.


      “Heh-heh-heh. I’ve got half the stamps I need now, says Misaka says Misaka, chuckling to herself.”


      Last Order had purchased a bag containing sugary sweets in the shape of various prisms, but after eating two or three of them, she’d tied up the rest of the clear bag’s contents using a fluffy, decorative wire.


      “This is a gift, says Misaka says Misaka, putting it in her save-for-later zone.”


      The save-for-later zone, in this case, appeared to be Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s cannon. Ever since getting their hands on the uneven wire, the girls had been hooking bags of sweets on it, as though they were clothes out to dry.


      “You would have been cuter as a butterfly, grumbles Misaka grumbles Misaka.”


      “You’re being biased. Please calm down. After all, they are indistinguishable from mere mosquitoes.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! In that case, you can’t really say a glossy, black rhinoceros beetle is any—grrrk.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 flapped its thin, giant wings at a high speed, using destructive interference to stop her from saying any more.


      There were some things you just should never, ever say.


      “…Could we talk about the real problem now?”


      “Nyaa. What real problem?”


      “Earlier, you told me all about how you were going to save Fräulein Kreutune. However, what do you plan to do exactly? I don’t believe the three of us will even be able to find out where she is.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Leave that to me! says Misaka says Misaka, puffing out her chest!” Last Order craned backward for no reason. “We gave Fräulein Kreutune that crime-prevention beeper to get in touch with us, says Misaka says Misaka, revealing her secret plan. It has a GPS on it, so we’ll know right away, says Misaka says Misaka, going into even more detail!”


      “Ny-nyaa! That was my beeper!!!”


      “That sounds…”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was about to say “very dangerous” but swallowed its vocalizations back down.


      Even if people didn’t need to target Last Order or Fremea directly, chasing down Fräulein Kreutune was a good enough reason to attack them.


      In addition, the girls had unconditional faith in their “friendship.” They might not have even thought about what they would do when they actually found Fräulein Kreutune. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 could agree with their goal of saving her, but unconditionally approaching the woman would just be asking for her to attack them. They needed some kind of plan.


      “Anyway, we have enough gifts, so we should go to where the nice lady is now, says Misaka says Misaka, shooting off!!!”


      “I’m supposed to be in front!!! Don’t go off without me!”


      As Rhinoceros Beetle 05 attempted to follow them off in yet another unexpected direction, it heard a much louder cracking noise.


      Measuring breakdown pattern. Adding load from movement mode. Beginning simulation… Evidence found. I can limit the direction in which the cracks are spreading, to an extent.


      The beetle couldn’t completely stop the damage from spreading, but it seemed like it was possible to manually manage where cracks formed and how fast they progressed. Rhinoceros Beetle 05 called up several tactical patterns and came to a conclusion.


      …Blocking progress of fractures heading toward the surface layer. Redirecting the collapse to progress toward the interior.


      Despite being made of Dark Matter, nobody would have wanted to keep the surface layer intact to the point of letting the skeleton be damaged—normally.


      But Rhinoceros Beetle 05 chose to do so anyway.


      It had decided that revealing its steady breakdown would restrict the random movements of Last Order and Fremea. It was certain that one of the reasons nobody had attacked the girls yet was because they’d continued to move around too erratically for adults to predict.


      That meant the worst thing they could do right now was stay in a single place.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had no responsibility to induce emotions that were entirely unproductive for the current scenario.


      “Nyaa! Hurry up! Or else the seven-color yakisoba is gonna get cold before we give it to her!”


      “Acknowledged,” it said in its wing-generated artificial voice as the girl turned around.


      As it did, it thought to itself. According to the data regarding Fräulein Kreutune that had been installed in it in advance, she was attempting to acquire a large amount of information by consuming Last Order’s brain.


      Once the woman perceived a target, she would ignore everything, including obstacles, to single-mindedly pursue them. There could be molten lava in her way or concrete walls—none of it mattered to her.


      But if Fräulein Kreutune couldn’t measure risk factors. And if she only knew how to take a straight path ahead, wouldn’t it be possible to trap her?


      Or if they could disrupt whatever was making her register Last Order as her target, they could make her wander off course…


      …But either way, there is too little sample data to draw from and attempting to obtain more would carry too many practical risks.


      Obviously, the beetle couldn’t let Last Order or Fremea take on that kind of reckless task. In that case, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 would be left with no choice but to intervene.


      If Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had been in perfect condition, it would have been a terrifying threat supported by the ability of Academy City’s Number Two, Dark Matter. It might have been able to fight a battle of attrition with Fräulein Kreutune and gain the hints it needed.


      However…


      …the fissures unnaturally forming inside Rhinoceros Beetle 05 were growing larger and larger in its mind.


      How much more could it do? Unknown.


      In the worst case, it would need to consider the possibility it would shatter like glass during any kind of confrontation.


      The fact I will eventually be destroyed is something I worked into my calculations from the beginning, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 thought quietly as it sped up to follow Last Order and Fremea—so that they wouldn’t catch on. But before that happens, I want to find a process that will secure their safety, at least…


      It quietly gazed up at the heavens. The November skies were blanketed in blue, clear as a solution to a simple arithmetic problem.


      Save for the airship passing through.


      The large screen mounted on its side, for some reason, displayed female students in swimwear.


      “Eiri Academy High School’s beauty contest is already hitting some turbulence on day one! Unsurprisingly, the fact it’s okay for outsiders to jump in and participate and that you can bring your own swimsuits just gives so much freedom that it raises so many levels in so many ways…! Umm, are those bandages supposed to be a swimsuit? That’s what you may be asking, but never mind that! Our top two regular competitors are Misaki Shokuhou, Academy City’s Number Five, and the familiar but mysterious Seria Kumokawa, who despite being in high school has an unknown age!!! Actually, I’m not sure these two are that normal, either!!!”


      “I’m only onstage because my friend pushed me up here. But nobody’s going to be interested in some old lady who wasn’t even supposed to be up here, I’m sure!”


      “…I need to ask you something fundamental. I woke up and suddenly this was happening to me. Why is that? Also, literally everyone else is way off to the side of the stage now because nobody wants to be in your strike range, you whelp.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 unfolded the armor it stored its giant wings in and used it to block the screen from Last Order and Fremea, as if to tell them not to stare.


      It felt as though the color of skin had disrupted the equation of the blue skies, ruining everything.
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      In an effort to not draw any more attention than necessary, Cendrillon grabbed Kamijou’s arm—he’d slumped down on the surface of the road—and dragged him into a back alley. She pushed his upper body against a wall, then rolled up his shirt despite his protests. Then she frowned a little.


      “Is that…a gunshot wound?”


      Kamijou couldn’t answer her; she was speaking in French.


      She muttered something under her breath, and the blood flowing from the wound began to glow an unnatural pale blue. However, once that light grew to be a sphere enveloping his whole body, it suddenly dissipated, as though blown away by something.


      To be precise, it had happened exactly when it reached his right hand.


      “So your ability will even cancel out the simplest healing. The simpler techniques are supposed to have more stable effects, too. Interfering with the current running through your body would probably not be a good move.”


      After going on and on in French, clearly not expecting an answer, Cendrillon took a handkerchief out of her dress’s inside pocket. She ripped it in half, rolled it up, and used the first portion to block the side wound and the second portion to block the wound on his back.


      “When in doubt, stick to the basics. I’ll keep the cloth on with duct tape.”


      “Hey! Don’t touch the wound with some random thing you found on the street!!!”


      It didn’t matter what he said, however, as she didn’t seem to be willing to respond in anything but French.


      Her ministrations were violent, like she might try to close the wounds with safety pins if he let her.


      “Hold them on,” said Cendrillon unilaterally before disappearing.


      A few minutes later, she came back with a pot filled with clear liquid, a thick vinyl bag, tubes, and other such things.


      Kamijou went pale. He couldn’t stop himself.


      “…Hey. Wait a minute.”


      “It’s been boiled and sterilized in alcohol.”


      “Quit muttering to yourself in French! It’s scary! You have a responsibility to explain what you’re doing! That better not be some off-the-wall original IV setup! Are you sure that’s going to be okay—byaaaaaahhhhhh?!”


      Kamijou broke into a scream as something he couldn’t quite identify was pumped into the vein in his arm.


      And then he realized he was feeling good enough to scream.


      “Zero-point-nine percent concentration—what you call a biological saline solution. I’m just fooling your body’s danger signals into thinking your blood pressure is fine. At least now you won’t go into shock from the blood loss.”


      Cendrillon, who had been turned into a human table and then managed to get her former body back, was rather dry when it came to the treatment of the human form.


      “If you don’t want to die, keep your mind on your wounds at all times. You’re still worth using for now.”


      Kamijou coughed, still aware of the metallic taste in his mouth.


      He’d first encountered Cendrillon in Hawaii and then in Baggage City, where he’d found her after Marianne had turned her into a table. Kamijou thought he and Ollerus had returned her to normal, but…had she always been so short?


      Kamijou looked carefully at Cendrillon’s face. She averted her eyes slightly, her mind perhaps on the same idea, and spoke again in French.


      “…A lot’s happened, all right?”
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      Thor shimmied up a water storage tank on the very top of a building roof. When he got a glance at the scattered scars of destruction and the students in chaos, he groaned in annoyance.


      From here, he could clearly see what direction Fräulein Kreutune was stumbling along, plus Touma Kamijou, who was curled up; maybe his wounds had opened. But then he spotted someone else in the mix who even he couldn’t overlook.


      “…Is that Cendrillon? From the reports? To be honest, I’ve got nothing to do with her—I wasn’t involved in the Hawaii business. But if she finds me, she’s bound to start screaming at me…”


      That said, he couldn’t afford to leave Fräulein Kreutune loose any longer. With all this uproar, people from every faction would start to converge at once. Left alone, she would either be captured or killed. One or the other.


      To solve this problem, he needed Kamijou’s right hand.


      …Thor didn’t want Academy City to incur massive casualties and damage as a result of mighty foes clashing against each other. But if all the players in this scenario converged on a single place, then he might be able to avert disaster—though it would be quite a tightrope to walk. The thing he was most afraid of was battles occurring simultaneously in different parts of the city between Gremlin, Ollerus, and the monsters from the city’s underworld. If that happened, then Thor and Kamijou—who were mere individuals—would be unable to suppress the explosion of conflict.


      …I would have wanted to prevent the factions from fighting in the first place and pull off a series of surprise attacks to untie each thread of this knot, but that might not be possible…


      A moment’s thought revealed that the ideal method would be Kamijou and Thor teaming up, combining the first’s pinpoint canceling of enemy sorcery with the second’s immense direct firepower.


      But far and away the most important thing was getting the timing right. If he missed his chance, it wouldn’t matter how many cards he had, for he wouldn’t be able to play them.


      He needed to switch gears.


      Thor needed to find his way back to Kamijou in order to deal with all the foes converging in the area. Then he would need something to distract Cendrillon from her vicious hatred of all things Gremlin…but he didn’t have much to work with.


      If Cendrillon found Gremlin, she would blow her lid.


      Which meant Mjölnir wouldn’t work, and Marianne was completely out of the question. But who else was Thor familiar with?


      “…There we are. Found you. Same face as the F.C.E.”


      After scanning his surroundings from his perch atop the water tank, Thor grinned.


      He fiddled briefly with his cell phone, then jumped off the tank without a second thought. Not onto the concrete roof—but over the edge, down toward the ground where people currently looked like little peas.


      Ignoring the pseudo–wind pressure blowing up from below, he put his legs together to prepare for landing.


      Right before he collided, he deployed his thermal blades, whipping them out of the bottoms of his feet. Bwiff!!! The air violently expanded, immediately lowering his speed of descent.


      He was almost out of time.


      Ignoring the noise of the crowds, Thor raised a hand and grinned at his target.


      “Hey there, Miko. How’ve you been?”


      “Who the heck are you?! Stay away from me!!!” shrieked Academy City’s number three Level Five, Mikoto Misaka, pale-blue sparks leaping from her bangs.


      …Strictly speaking, Thor and Mikoto had never met. However, after monitoring her conversations in Hawaii using the F.C.E. to “transform” into her, he’d done his research into her behavioral patterns. An improvised glib tongue would easily get them on the same page.


      And with that…


      He flipped open his foreign cell phone and showed her what was on the small screen, then got straight to the point.


      “I’ve got a picture here of your acquaintance Touma Kamijou in the tender loving care of a mysterious and very young blond girl, as always. What do you think of that?”


      “Tell me where he is. Now.”


      Monster, monster, monster, monster.


      No matter where you looked, there was not a single normal person in sight.


      They were both from around Academy City and outside it.


      For a single girl, for just one fight, they all continued to converge.

    
  


  
    
      INTERLUDE FIVE


      In the long course of history, Fräulein Kreutune herself has been made almost entirely into a legend, with many theories as to her origins in circulation.


      She is a real-life witch.


      She is a new type of human who evolved after infection by unique bacteria.


      She is an alien.


      She is a lump of flesh devoid of a soul.


      She is an “original form” of a perfectly optimized human body.


      She is an illusion created by the guilt of all those who conducted witch hunts.


      She is a time traveler who perceives multiple timelines individually and can freely move between them. (Sometimes combined with the alien theory.)


      She is not an individual but an organization with said name.


      She is like Zwarte Piet, a fictional entity devised to admonish children.


      She is an unknown life-form who was found under a thick sheet of ice.


      She is a play on words woven by the compiler of an encyclopedia of fairies.


      There is even meaning in the fact that so many different theories are in circulation. For it means many people know of her. It means all those people wondered about her for a long time but never found an answer. It meant she always had attention, was always on the lips of the people through fear and guilt.


      And.


      From a conspiracy theorist’s standpoint, the fact that so many different theories exist could potentially point to another idea.


      The possibility that someone had very purposely leaked a large amount of information in order to conceal the truth.


      The possibility that information had been disseminated randomly, then unified, selected, and optimized in the form of rumors, all of it progressing in a natural sociological manner—and all of it an automatic simulation to elucidate the woman’s true identity.


      Fräulein Kreutune was, to be sure, an uncanny being.


      But she was certainly not the only thing to be feared. Not in this world.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 7


      We Don’t Need to Be Protagonists


      Girls_Battle_Talk.


      1


      First, there was a dialogue.


      2


      A multilevel overpass in School District 7.


      The place was a bit of a landmark in Academy City. Because of the twelve platforms of a large rotary bus terminal all connecting to the overpass, the concrete covering the ground made it look like some kind of sporting arena. Then there was the giant arterial road serving as a sort of third floor, plus the complicated subway rail and underground mall below the surface. Thanks to the overpass’s intricate vertical structure, it was a frequent sight in detective drama escape scenes. Despite its complexity, the space had earned fame as, strangely enough, a meeting spot.


      The buses were running on vastly different routes today due to the supermassive cultural celebration, the Ichihanaran Festival. The special routes now directly connected one school to the next so that people could get around more efficiently. Because of that, there was almost nobody at the normally crowded terminal.


      But there was at least one person on the second floor of the multilevel overpass.


      On the concrete structure, which gave the impression of a turf-filled sports ground—possibly due to efforts to create more green spaces—drifted Fräulein Kreutune.


      “……”


      Stinging pain shot through the skin of her face. The sensation wasn’t like someone scratching or pinching her cheeks, No, it was an almost electrical pain, following set paths just behind the surface of her altogether thin layer of skin. It was like an insect’s legs crawling on the inside of her skin, and it was currently tormenting her mind.


      Regardless…


      Sharks are famous for using the scent of blood to chase prey to devour, but that alone isn’t enough for them to track down their quarry. Take bioelectric fields—every living creature has them. The fields disperse through seawater, and sharks possess a special organ that can detect minute changes in electric currents, which help them locate their prey.


      Ampullae of Lorenzini.


      Something like that organ had materialized inside Fräulein Kreutune. Even the kings of the sea could only use their abilities in seawater, with its high conductivity—but she could do it through air alone.


      Strictly speaking, she wasn’t following electric currents.


      Radio waves.


      The bioelectromagnetic information network using the identical brain waves of somatic cell clones.


      The Misaka network.


      She could not “read” it. She could not “write” to it, either. However, she understood the presence of vast amounts of crisscrossing signals as “pressure.” The fluctuations in that pressure allowed her to roughly estimate the location of the individual who held a very special place in the network.


      Her target: the location of the brain belonging to her friend Last Order.


      Even Academy City’s number one monster, with all his command over vectors, wouldn’t have been able to search like this.


      Fräulein Kreutune’s position had already almost reached that level.


      “…Urgh, ungh…”


      Naturally, this function of hers was brand-new.


      It was as if her body, craving the smell of blood and the taste of flesh, had urged her on from within, dismissing the possibility. That was how much she desired it—all that information. It was what she would need to begin her preparations to “emerge”—to cast off everything she had been previously, like an empty husk, and reign as a new type of life-form that didn’t fit into any known categories.


      That truly insignificant encounter.


      Someone who had called her a friend.


      She would shed it all. Discard it.


      “Urgh…!!!”


      Her body swayed.


      That was the kind of creature Fräulein Kreutune was. That was the kind of “function” she had acquired. Just as plants grow with water and sunlight, just as ants gather to something sweet, Fräulein Kreutune became more complex by consuming information.


      And so…


      Would it really be wrong to eat her?


      Was it really right to mow down anyone who got in her way?


      Her physical body would answer her questions all she wanted. It would ready its functions, as much as necessary, to plunge ever toward the goal, taking the shortest distance and time. And it would answer her without words. So give up. This is what you are. Become something that sticks to the guidelines, something that prioritizes activities that will result in the acquisition of large amounts of information, it said.


      The warmer the things she had…


      …the more she wanted to keep them safe.


      She could not stop herself from casting off everything, and this burned at her from the inside.


      It was agonizing to realize she was helpless.


      Fräulein Kreutune was tired.


      She’d spent so, so much time alive. What had it all been for?


      No matter how many functions she acquired, no matter how many things she learned to do that others couldn’t, what would be the point if she couldn’t even stop this simple thing? What was wrong with her?


      She didn’t want to live.


      She wished someone would end it.


      She didn’t want to continue down this path. Not like this. She’d rather her life end right here and now. She didn’t care if that meant slamming a hammer into everything she’d accumulated, all the meaning she’d accrued throughout her time on this Earth, and destroying it.


      But it wouldn’t end.


      It couldn’t end.


      She could be cut. She could be burned. She could be shot. She could be stricken, crushed, stabbed, bitten, hanged, buried, divided, sliced, drowned, thrown into lava, dried out, struck by lightning, pickled in a barrel of poison, caught in working gears, devoured by a beast.


      Every method of torture an intelligent life-form like a human could possibly come up with—none had ever stopped the life-form known as Fräulein Kreutune. She understood that. Knew it in her bones.


      “…Do you want me to end it for you?”


      Then it happened.


      Someone was there, speaking to the monster known as Fräulein Kreutune from directly in front of her.


      Slowly, she looked up.


      Her eyeballs, peeking from between her long bangs, swiveled to lock on the person.


      A girl with blond hair and blue eyes. She looked about twelve.


      She wore a blouse, miniskirt, and stockings with a black-and-white color pattern reminiscent of an expensive piano. Despite the almost classical impression her clothing gave, it made sense on her. Maybe it was the haughty arrogance about her.


      The girl gave her name: Leivinia Birdway.


      She was the leader of Dawn-Colored Sunlight, a sorcerer’s society boasting the most terrible scope and abilities in all of western Europe.


      “Gremlin was following you. But if they’d gotten to you first, we certainly wouldn’t have been without options.”


      While she was a member of the sorcery side, she didn’t actually align herself with either magic or science. She even ignored the unspoken agreement, secretly amassing and researching the preconditions of charisma and leadership rooted in many a civilization. That made her someone from the underbelly of the world’s dark underbelly.


      Simply by standing there, she caused clocks to tick at different speeds and the winds to blow across eons.


      Her brilliance obliterated common sense and fundamental assumptions, all in the name of the intelligence and divinity her sorcerer’s society possessed.


      And that…


      …even included the absolute condition surrounding Fräulein Kreutune: that she could never, ever die.


      “People are saying your thoughts are insect-like in their simplicity—the polar opposite of the science side’s complex AI—but we, the sorcery side, view you differently.


      “Though the fact I’m talking about both interpretations means neither side has enough proof to be decisive,” added Leivinia. “You are a being without a start point and without an end point. Or perhaps you’ve forgotten how many loops you’ve been through. As a religion, Crossism rejects the idea of reincarnation; for them, the starting point and the goal are clearly defined. On the other hand, they say that humanity started when the first human sinned and was driven from Paradise and that ‘returning’ to Heaven bestows utmost bliss… To put it simply, it’s like a marathon held in a city. There was a turn-around on the long, difficult road that sent you going back to the sports ground.


      “Understand?” asked Birdway.


      Fräulein Kreutune’s bangs shuffled.


      She had tilted her head in confusion.


      “Creature, did you leave your mother’s womb before acquiring a clear sense of individuality like Adam Kadmon? Or did you learn everything while still in your mother’s womb and come out fully optimized? At this point, it’s a Möbius strip—nobody knows which face is the front and which is the back. Either way, the conclusion is the same: What makes you particularly unique among humans is your purity.”


      “Pur…ity?”


      This time…


      …Fräulein’s head tilted so far to the side that you might have worried it would snap right off.


      What about her was pure?


      Was there any other creature as illogical, as uncanny, as unstable as her?


      But Birdway said this: “It happens in the physical world. Pure water—pure H2O—gets used in the production of semiconductors and stuff, too. When you heat water in a microwave, it looks like a normal, stable liquid. But as soon as you shake the cup, it boils. You’re like that—something strangely in balance.”


      Like a human who had somehow fallen into mere theory, into the gaps in knowledge.


      In that sense, normal levels of complexity weren’t enough to categorize Fräulein Kreutune. She wasn’t first, and she wasn’t one hundredth—she had to be in her exact position to have been able to gain what she had.


      “But it’s easy to prevent pure water from behaving strangely. And it’s easy to prevent uniformly heated liquid from exploding into a boil. The sorcery side might not be able to explain you on its own, but killing you? Magical techniques are certainly enough for that.”


      The boss of the sorcerer’s society smiled.


      Thinly. Very, very thinly.


      “One tiny, little grain of sand changes pure water into just regular water and can stop it from coming to a sudden boil. From the point of view of someone like me, it’s the perfect plan.”


      Perhaps a group like the English Puritan Church or the Roman Orthodox Church couldn’t have dealt with her.


      They held aloft goals of increasing one’s purity and treated those who tried to prevent that as evil, as enemies to be attacked. Naturally, that meant their methods of attack were heavily biased toward removing impurities.


      Leivinia Birdway was the opposite.


      She led a modern western sorcerer’s society.


      By elevating the knowledge from the past with techniques that led to the future, the group attempted to conjure a new sense of values from the superfluous. They considered pure white, or absolute zero, as a mere canvas to work with. They gave themselves impurities on purpose, thinking only of the artistic possibilities that might be granted by the acquisition of new colors. They tried to create colors more wonderful than white—colors that would never look back.


      And she could do that.


      Using a technique deemed by one set of values to fall under temptation or depravity.


      A single little grain of sand.


      That was all she needed to insert to make Fräulein Kreutune’s body mortal.


      …If my estimation is correct, this is easy enough for that person to pull off, too. But I suppose killing someone inconveniencing your plans might decisively expose your own true identity, so I see why you’d want to avoid it.


      “What will you do?” Leivinia Birdway asked. “I won’t do it for free, of course. I have goals of my own—after all, gaining information on that spear necessitated a lot of sacrifice. You’re going to be the bait I use to lure out the magic god. But once that’s done, you’ll be free. I’d be glad to put an end to you myself.”


      Fräulein Kreutune’s vision abruptly swayed.


      She had recoiled at Birdway’s ridiculous suggestion, which had upended the basis of her thinking.


      At the same time.


      The thing she had been suppressing threatened to erupt. Something was on the verge of running from her cheeks to her ears. It was her body’s new function: the ability to chomp through skulls and efficiently consume the brains inside.


      Nevertheless, she stopped it.


      Desperately.


      To leave an opportunity for this person to attack.


      To give a sign to show her intent.


      “…That was enough.”


      She heard a whooshing of wind.


      Suddenly, there was a staff in Birdway’s right hand.


      “Don’t worry. Once I blow off your limbs, I’ll freeze you in a coffin at minus 195 degrees Celsius. You have special behavior, and while I may not be able to kill you, history has already proven that you can be locked away. After preserving you, I’ll use you as bait to draw out the magic god.”


      At that point…


      The boss of the sorcerer’s society fell silent for a moment.


      She kept her staff ready. She had enough strength to sever the limbs of the monster who had managed to escape even the power of Academy City’s number one esper—and eventually, she whispered.


      Softly.


      But firmly.


      “…It’ll be okay. Things won’t get any worse.”


      And upon hearing that voice.


      Fräulein Kreutune’s face, hidden behind her bangs, moved slightly.


      Almost like a smile.


      Even though she envisioned her end—no, because she did.


      And Leivinia, upon seeing the woman’s expression, cut off all her emotions, then began to perfectly execute the play that followed from her final choice.


      And.


      Right that moment.


      Bam!!!


      Something dropped right between Fräulein Kreutune and Leivinia.


      A giant chunk of something.


      As previously explained, the multilevel overpass comprised several layers, from the arterial road at the top to the subway line at the bottom. You could accomplish what just happened by jumping from the road above—there was no need for flight.


      It was…


      …someone whom Leivinia had once betrayed.


      Someone who had been embroiled in the conflicts of the world, whether he liked it or not, because of the special power that dwelled in his right hand.


      A certain spiky-haired boy.


      A minor hero who could be anyone’s ally.


      “Yo, Birdway. Let’s have ourselves a friendly fight to make up.”


      Touma Kamijou.


      That was how, ever clad in misfortune, he’d always stood in the way of others’ misfortune.


      No matter how much it hurt him.


      No matter how many times he was betrayed, no matter how many people made a fool of him, and no matter how many bullets had opened holes in his side.


      By readying his right hand—by putting his back to someone to protect them.
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      “…Why? Just why?”


      On the arterial road forming the upper level, Misaka scratched her head.


      There was an unnatural lack of traffic around here. Maybe that was down to how differently the populace distributed itself during the Ichihanaran Festival or maybe someone had done something special.


      “Why do I have to follow your instructions? Are you seriously dragging a girl into your fight? Actually, I can’t find one single good reason why I should even bother listening to you.”


      The asphalt extended on and on like a runway.


      And ahead of her was a person.


      The swan hair decoration and the pants—they looked like a short dress worn on the legs—were both fine. But then there were the elbow and knee protectors and the bulletproof vest, giving the impression of a suit of armor. Finally, in her hand was an unnaturally large sword—a claymore—that looked like a carpentry tool that someone had welded a metal sheet to. She dragged the tip of the sword—or rather, its edge—along the asphalt, digging into the material as she walked.


      Her name was Brunhild Eichtbel.


      Without any attempt to conceal her hostility or aggressiveness, the blond-haired, blue-eyed woman flatly asked a question.


      “Are you my enemy?”


      “I’m not sure.”


      Then a voice came from behind Mikoto—Thor, in charge of direct combat for Gremlin, had joined forces with her. And he had his eyes on a different enemy.


      “Hey, Miko?”


      “I said, stop acting like you know me! Who the heck even are you?!”


      “…They are trying to beat up Touma Kamijou, who already got shot. And then they want to kidnap Fräulein Kreutune from right in front of him. Plus, they’re trying to utterly take advantage of her by claiming they’ll do her the favor of killing her at the end. So? What will you do, Miko? Do you agree with that, or are you opposed? Or are you trying to look clever? Where do you stand?”


      “……”


      Mikoto unthinkingly sighed. “…Same old bullcrap?” she said in annoyance.


      “That’s right.”


      “Kamijou didn’t change at all after disappearing from Hawaii and going to that Baggage City place?”


      “I hear it was a brutal battlefield, but he did save a life, apparently… I know I might not have the right to say this, since I’m basically a brazen klepto, but Kamijou is trying to settle things with the person behind all this. Will you support him? Or get in his way?”


      “Ugh.”


      There was a lot she wanted to say.


      But she clicked her tongue a little instead, as if in resignation.


      Because she’d seen it—that boy’s anguish when, right after the incident in Hawaii, he’d realized it was all a setup. He’d struggled, he’d floundered, and then through some coincidence, he had finally gotten to pull the trigger himself. He’d scraped his way to a position that would let him put an end to the string of nightmares. But it was the first and last chance he would have. He would never get it again.


      What was Mikoto supposed to do?


      Or rather, what did she want to do?


      There was no need to hesitate.


      With a krr-zaaap, pale-blue sparks leaped from her bangs.


      She once again set a straightforward gaze on the slowly approaching Brunhild. “You owe me for this,” she said to Thor.


      “Can’t our good friend Kamijou owe you instead?”


      “…I’m saying it out of earshot because it’s embarrassing, got it?”


      Her impromptu partner, Thor, grinned a little, then turned to his own enemy.


      He was up against Sylvia. One of less than twenty saints in the world, she was both a priestess and a bodyguard to the British royal family, a top-ranking elite even among the other Guards Maids. Instead of a chic but old-fashioned maid uniform, she wore work pants, an apron, and goggles. She looked almost too kitted out to be a maid. She was smiling in a way that you could take as refreshingly powerful.


      “Are you ready now?” he asked.


      “Yeah,” she replied. “Sorry for making you wait.”


      “Oh, don’t be. I’m quite satisfied with what you just showed me—and I mean it. How I wish I could have been on your side for once.”


      “Hey, it’s not too late, is it?”


      “Unfortunately, it is.”


      Vwooosh!!! There was the sound of cutting air. Sylvia had a very long bundle of ropes in her hand.


      “While I do envy you, I know my place. I can’t act on my personal wishes right now.”


      “…Feels to me like my enemy is a lot smaller than I thought.”


      “It hurts when you put it like that. Unlike kings and queens and valiant knights, we maids can’t fight for honor. I wish we could.”


      There was no way forward but conflict. This clash of the mighty would leave destruction in its wake, whether they liked it or not.


      However, they were gathered in a virtually empty area…


      This was better than the worst-case scenario: multiple conflicts springing up in different corners of the city, where not even the combatants could predict who would be collateral damage or how far the fight would spread.


      “Final confirmation of connection to Mjölnir. Will begin resupply after confirming.”


      As soon as Thor said that, the look in his eyes changed.


      In a physical way.


      His hair, his fingertips, they all lit up with a pale-blue glow, like Saint Elmo’s fire from a sailboat’s mast on raging seas. But unlike before, Thor had raised his power level using an external source.


      Sylvia whistled. “Wow! I see. So that’s how it’s supposed to be used.”


      “No calling foul play here. You’re doubling up, too—a saint and a Guards Maid.”


      Thor shook his right hand.


      Flashing lights resembling thermal blades erupted from his fingers.


      Except this time, they immediately grew to over twenty meters long.


      Zwoooshhhh!!!!!! Ignoring the bursting sound of scorching air, Thor opened his mouth. He was creating enough firepower to mow down entire buildings with the ease of swatting a fly, and yet there was only mild annoyance on his face.


      This was just a fraction of his strength.


      Only a test run to show how far he could raise his power level.


      “I hope you don’t mind if I finish this quickly. You’re too small for this to be an interesting fight.”


      4


      Accelerator and Teitoku Kakine.


      Academy City’s Number One and Number Two. The two top-ranking monsters created by this city, in name and in substance, now faced off in the lowest part of the multilevel overpass: the subway tunnel.


      They didn’t have the common denominator of Fräulein Kreutune.


      Nor did they have any grand concepts on their minds, like keeping the city safe or defending global peace or stopping anyone engaged in a conspiracy.


      Then was it individual emotion that drove them? Loathing, for example?
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      Once, Teitoku Kakine had killed a girl Accelerator knew in a surprise attack. This had driven Accelerator into a rage-induced frenzy. He’d obliterated Teitoku Kakine in his entirety, driving the esper to the very brink of death. Those were facts.


      But they alone couldn’t tell the whole story.


      What was at the very heart of the battle?


      If you looked closely, peered into it, observed it on a deep level?


      Accelerator, leaning against his crutch, spat out his next words.


      “This is so fucking stupid.”


      “Is it?”


      Teitoku Kakine replied with a surprising degree of frankness, although you couldn’t even tell at this point whether he was the real thing, considering he’d swapped out over half the organs in his body and even the color of the skin had changed to a completely abnormal shade.


      “It’s simple. Real simple. They forced me to do all sorts of stuff while I was hiding deep underground. In a word, humiliating. But I also gained so much from it. And finally, I learned how to make up for everything I was missing purely using my own ability. It was a flash of completely new inspiration—something that wasn’t in me before. So, well, I got curious. Really curious. It was funny really.”


      Whispering.


      Appealing.


      “How far have I come?”


      Teitoku Kakine.


      With the face of someone who had been unshackled in exchange for having his privileges stripped away after dropping out of his underworld organization, he came at Accelerator with a simple question.


      “How effective can I make my Dark Matter in this world?”


      There was so much Teitoku Kakine needed to test. The challenges he needed to attempt were more numerous than the stars. One thing, however, was at the top of his priority list.


      In short.


      The question of whether he could now surpass Accelerator.


      He needed to answer that before anything else. And it would almost all be over once he did answer it.


      However.


      That was exactly why Number One had said what he had.


      Why he’d called it stupid.


      “…If you had actually made up for everything you were missing, you wouldn’t have bothered stopping there.”


      What was an Academy City ability even useful for?


      What would one gain by defeating another esper and taking the throne?


      That was just a means. Just a tool.


      Accelerator had attacked Teitoku Kakine in a berserk rage, and yet the boy had survived. While hidden underground, he’d searched for ways to regain his own freedom. And he’d done it. He’d found a new possibility that Accelerator never could have—the restoration of his body and the production of its organs.


      And even after all that.


      The monster named Teitoku Kakine had never been able to find anyone he wanted to protect.


      Perhaps…


      …if he’d found just one person like that to be at his side…


      …and tried looking at the world in a broader light, even if it came off as pathetic or unsightly…


      …then maybe the overwhelming, horrifying violence he wielded would have changed into strength instead.


      “This got real old, real fast,” spat Accelerator. He sounded somehow disappointed. “Sure, you made a plan. You prepared. You waited for your chance. You equipped yourself with a nightmarish power you stumbled into—but it won’t work. As you are now, you’re not even worth me testing you. This is stupid. Fucking stupid.”


      “Don’t be like that,” said Teitoku Kakine haughtily, a very, very thin smile on his lips. “You’ve been listening to me talk this whole time, but we haven’t even gone inside. Places are important, you know. I waited for you in this one for a very specific reason. Yeah, that’s right. I’ll say it again. Places are very important.”


      “What are you on about?”


      “This place—you have fond memories of it, don’t you? Or maybe you’ve forgotten it by now. Well, it’s one of many. You’ve always done what you liked and said to hell with the consequences, so I can’t blame you for not remembering every single one.”


      Accelerator had no memory of this location.


      To begin with, he’d only clashed with Teitoku Kakine once, during the big melee between the underground organizations like Group, School, and Item. They’d decided who was Number One and who was Number Two during it—but he couldn’t recall this subway tunnel being one of the stages for that performance.


      But Teitoku Kakine spoke.


      With clarity. And with conviction.


      “You really don’t remember? I knew you were coldhearted, but not this brutal. This is where you took an entire mountain of lives.”


      Something…


      Something small, something sharp dug into his mind.


      But it was too late.


      Teitoku Kakine, wielder of Dark Matter and second-ranked Level Five in Academy City, was already making his next move.


      “Ha-ha! This was a stage, too, idiot! One where you went on and on about being the strongest, about being invincible, and murdered all those clones for an experiment!!!”


      “You… Don’t tell me you—!” shouted Accelerator, remembering that Teitoku Kakine had gained the power to make up for something he lacked.


      But by then, the change had already occurred.


      Something white, a kind of matter that wasn’t quite solid and wasn’t quite fluid, instantly spread around where Teitoku Kakine stood. Its surface rippled with waves and swelled, forming new shapes that uttered transient newborn cries.


      Accelerator was very familiar with those shapes.


      They were something based on somatic cell clones, which were in turn based on a certain girl.


      The Sisters.


      The girls Accelerator had once murdered during that horrible experiment. The representation of his sins.


      His vision.


      He felt it clearly sway. Shake.


      Several of the girls, all with the same face, cocked their heads a little and looked at their hands. Then they moved their emotionless eyes as if to get a grasp on what was going on.


      And then their lips moved.


      They moved.


      “Ramen-type food encountered, but the greatest among them is thin noodle tonkotsu, analyzes Misaka.”


      “You’re definitely wrong; soft salt-broth ramen noodles are better and I’m gonna wallop you for even suggesting otherwise, says Misaka, grabbing her by the collar.”


      “I’d appreciate it if you kept salt ramen and salt-butter ramen separate, says Misaka, adding herself to the scuffle to settle the score.”


      They were out of place.


      The girls impassively began to pummel one another, baring navels and flipping skirts as they went. Accelerator felt his nerves seething.


      They weren’t just puppets.


      Just like people, they drew breath. They had pulses of emotions. They possessed the warmth of life.


      And that.


      That…


      “Oh. They’re not the real things or anything.”


      All of a sudden, the innocent scuffle screeched to a halt.


      The girls turned their heads this way and that, their eyes eventually settling on Accelerator like impassive camera lenses.


      It was as if something huge had overridden their individual principles.


      Almost as if…


      …some sort of experiment was about to begin.


      “Even I can’t fix people who are totally dead. I can make more of the same, but I can’t bring them back,” said Teitoku Kakine, giving a grin that he would never, ever have been able to give if he’d truly obtained what he needed. “That’s why I picked this place specifically. For the, well, residual thoughts floating around. Anyway, I gathered all the information stuck in this area and tried giving form to it. There are a few ways to read thoughts like this. In my case, it’s like a record or a CD. I use Dark Matter to trace the tiny hills and valleys in the surface of matter to gain information—and the thing that happened here before left tiny, invisible scars. I recorded their vibrations, and now I’m replaying their last agonizing moments.”


      After all, they were imitations.


      Just like a recorded scream playing over and over.


      But the sound itself was real.


      The last real part of them.


      Even if the clones were being used in someone else’s schemes and even if they had been made ugly fools of, they had no family register, no notice of death, no graves, and no remains. Whatever security footage from cameras and sensors did exist had been completely wiped out. The girls had been killed unjustly, and they hadn’t left behind any other proof of their existence—aside from this one final thing.


      Was it permissible to “destroy” them?


      Even if you had the power to make that happen, was it okay?


      And of all the people to decide that…


      Accelerator—the one who had personally, directly, and brutally taken those girls’ lives.


      Was it okay for him to destroy the last proof of their existence in this vast world?


      “Heh-heh. Looks like it worked.”


      Teitoku Kakine grinned. Grinned. Grinned.


      Number Two spread his monstrous violence—fitting for the monster he was.


      “Abilities made in Academy City are affected by high arithmetic capacity. Normally, you lose sight of that, and before you know it, you’ve mastered complex calculations. This is a good way to disturb them. No harm starting out with this, right?”


      “You…”


      After all this, he was still just “starting out.”


      All this for a lighthearted warm-up.


      “Right! So will this mess up the conditions for your reflection? Or will you blow your cap completely and use those wings of yours? I’m looking forward to whatever it is. Just as long as you make things interesting enough to be a good test of my capabilities!”


      “…Ba​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​​a​a​a​a​a​a​s​t​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​r​d​!!!”
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      Touma Kamijou stared down Leivinia Birdway.


      Meanwhile, his body actually turned toward Fräulein Kreutune.


      “You want to end this by dying?” he demanded.


      “I…”


      “I don’t know who your friends are. And I’ve got no clue what’s really going on with you. But how could you do that? You’d do anything not to lose your friends, wouldn’t you? So why would you inflict that pain on them?”


      “……”


      “Because they’re the same. You want to protect them, yeah, but someone wants to protect you, too. You can think of someone you would never, ever want to see hurt—and that someone would never want to see you hurt, either!”


      His foe was mighty. He couldn’t afford to look away.


      So instead, Kamijou directed his shouts behind him.


      “Don’t give me that crap about wanting to die! Don’t take the easy way out!!! Live, struggle, suffer, and win an ending where you can smile together! Find a way to get there! Not just for your sake but for whoever it is who wanted to protect you, too!!!”


      He couldn’t keep speaking.


      Leivinia Birdway had wordlessly moved.


      On the surface, she’d just waved the staff in her hand a little.


      But in actuality, the staff had transformed into a sword. The violent gust of wind it created cut between Kamijou and Fräulein Kreutune, slicing through the entirety of the massive sports arena–like overpass.


      Bo-bommmm!!!


      The overpass, no longer supported by its bridge girders, tipped over like a seesaw, sending Kamijou and Birdway sliding down to the ground layer below them.


      “…You’re such an idiot,” spat Birdway. “Fräulein Kreutune isn’t a human the way you think she is. I don’t know if she was missing something when she was born or if she started behaving oddly from having too much of it, but her original composition puts her in a domain beyond our understanding.”


      “That right?” retorted Kamijou readily.


      Then he took a step in.


      “Look, I don’t know about any of the complicated crap. The theory makes my head spin, too. But she looks to me like a girl trying her best to defend that friend of hers. It would have been easier to make excuses and let the current draw her along. To give up on everything. But she’s fighting something. She’s clinging to the riverbank instead of letting the water take her away. She’s been suffering so long, and she’s endured everything. That’s all it looks like to me.”


      “……”


      “And you know what? That’s enough for me. All this stuff with Gremlin and Ollerus fighting over her? About how she’s the last piece needed to make some kind of special spear? I don’t give a damn about any of that. All I see is a girl seriously considering throwing her life away to save a friend, which is absurd! There’s literally no reason not to help her!!!”


      As he shouted, he remembered what Thor had told him in the fast-food restaurant.


      “Feels to me like my enemy is so much smaller than he used to be.”


      Finally, Kamijou realized what Thor had meant—and that he’d been right. Kamijou had been afraid of failing, and he wouldn’t even do what he could. But that wasn’t his way. Sure, he’d been tricked, taken advantage of, and used to within an inch of his life, but he’d still had some small power over things. Even if he was only running along the rails someone else had set out for him, he’d been able to reach out with all his might and grab someone’s hand.


      What broadly determined victory and defeat?


      Who cared about decisions based on the future? Based on what was behind the veil?


      Did he really want to turn his gaze to grander concepts? To lose sight of how his giant footprints began to crush others? Was that the life he wanted?


      “She was muttering stuff about functions, about consuming brains and whatever. But she also said something really important: She doesn’t want to eat the girl’s brain. The rest is my decision. Of course, I want to lend a hand. I’m only human.”


      “…Even if her words are a lie?”


      With a stab.


      A brutal, razor-sharp shank of words.


      As an enemy.


      Birdway attempted to completely break Kamijou’s spirit.


      “You’re misunderstanding. You’re wrong on a fundamental level. You believe that Fräulein Kreutune has a heart like you. That her mind works the same way as yours. But you’re wrong.”


      “What?”


      “This isn’t a matter of good and evil or right and wrong. It’s a simple matter of principle. Fräulein Kreutune is different from you and me.”


      Birdway waved her sword.


      And suddenly, it was a cup.


      “You may think she’s like that on the inside, but she only looks that way. That’s how she is now and how she’s always been.”


      The creature lacked the function to think about things in complex ways or for deep emotions to bubble from her heart.


      Instead, she had something that would be familiar to a particular field of robotics: a series of simple thoughts, simplified even further than those of insects, that would allow her to control her actions and acquire the ability to make decisions without needing a complex onboard AI.


      A place that was cool rather than hot.


      A place that was warm rather than cold.


      The system was such that by repeating either-or questions, she would continue to find environments that were easy to survive and live in, even if she didn’t have a massive wealth of knowledge or experience.


      To eat something sweet instead of something bitter.


      To choose somewhere bright instead of somewhere dark.


      To wear something soft instead of something hard.


      Through the repetition of millions of two-choice questions, the creature decided on an optimal living environment to be her home, the optimal food to eat, and the optimal clothing to wear. Eventually, as she took the path of least resistance over and over again, the creature came to a certain two-choice question.


      There were creatures called humans.


      Would she mimic them? Or not?


      The creature made a decision but failed. She was far too tough, far too durable to live in a human settlement. That hadn’t brought any harm to others, but it was reason enough for them to treat her like something abnormal.


      Even when they threw her in jail and treated her like a witch, the creature continued to answer her two-choice questions.


      Yes.


      Because the creature had decided that the path of least resistance was to mimic the humans around her, to behave in such a way that the settlement would bestow upon her its blessings.


      …The kindly priest spoke.


      To repeat, the creature had no function that would allow for complex thought patterns. She had no function that would allow for deep emotions to bubble up from her heart.


      The only function she had acquired was to make one or the other choices about what she saw in order to lead herself to further comfort.


      And in that case.


      …The kindly priest spoke.


      Where did the imagery of the smiling woman in ancient literature come from? Who was the woman who had suffered so much brutal torture and so many executions, yet never shed a drop of blood and always smiled and said she was human?


      The answer was simple.


      She was, as ever, answering two-choice questions.


      In jail.


      By observing and mimicking the women who, like her, were rejected by human settlements, labeled as witches, and put through unjust punishments.


      I’m a normal human.


      I’m not a witch. I swear.


      She simply observed, with startlingly pure eyes, the women as they made their final appeals before their deaths.


      That was who she was.


      That was the sort of creature Fräulein Kreutune was.


      The words she spoke were never rooted in emotion.


      And she never insisted she was human for trusting in the divine ordeal process—for trusting in how she had never been hurt.


      It was all two-choice questions.


      A chain of yeses or nos.


      A chain of zeroes and ones.


      And occasionally, she would behave as though she were thinking like a human or experiencing an outflow of emotion like a human. That was all. As an example, if instead of a human settlement, she’d found a pack of lions, she may have tried to gain the pack’s blessing by mimicking the beasts.


      That was the truth.


      It was so simple. And the straightforwardness of it all was enough to send a shiver down a person’s spine. That was all.


      “So, in the end,” said Birdway, toying with the shallow cup in her hand and narrowing her eyes, “she has nothing on the inside. She might use all the words in the world. She might grit her teeth and hold back tears. But there is no driving force behind any of it. Fräulein Kreutune is that sort of creature—and you trust her? To begin with, ‘functions’ are easily sealed inside people’s minds. But that thing doesn’t have a will of her own. She just uses her functions. And even if her two-choice questions, her pattern of zeroes and ones, got a little off track, she wouldn’t hesitate to devour someone she once considered a friend. It’s just one simple thought after another—all to take the path of least resistance.”


      “Yeah. I trust her.”


      However…


      …even after hearing all that, Kamijou answered immediately. And even Birdway’s brow had to twitch in response.


      Meanwhile, Kamijou continued. “If a creature is only answering two-choice questions to live, to find the path of least resistance, and the answer it arrives at is that it doesn’t want to hurt its friends…then, well, it doesn’t matter how it got there. If she’s a human capable of coming to a kindhearted answer like that, then yeah, I can trust Fräulein Kreutune.”


      “…And would you project emotions onto a doll made of metal or plastic that only makes expressions its programming tells it to?! You took a bullet to the side! And you still want to protect something that’s only pretending to be human?!”


      “Yeah. If something smiles like a human, cries like a human, thinks of others like a human, and tries to protect others like a human and you told me it was gonna be scrapped in a minute, that would be enough of a reason for me to make a fist. It doesn’t matter what it’s made of or how its mind works. Because at that point, it’s not some kind of alien or monster. I’m way more afraid of people who blatantly deceive others and are happy when they get hurt—even though they actually have a human heart to understand things with.”


      “……”


      This went beyond mere hypotheticals.


      Many of the people Kamijou had encountered had complicated circumstances and backgrounds. Like a girl given form by the aggregation of AIM diffusion fields or someone who could mutually intervene between the whole and the individual in a network comprising thousands of somatic cell clones.


      And what did that matter?


      Was there something wrong with the way they were? With their essence? Just because they were built differently?


      If you were willing to say yes to that, then how could you claim to have humanity?


      “And you feel the same way, don’t you? I mean, you didn’t try to assassinate her or anything, either,” said Kamijou, as if to challenge Birdway—completely convinced. “You went right up to her. You talked to her, even though you knew she doesn’t think like us. You were fair with her the whole time. Why? I’ll tell you why! You were acting out of consideration for her—because she has a heart!!!”


      “Shut up.”


      Zhhh-shh-shh!!! Huge globs of water appeared around Birdway. They swirled about, forming a barrier that completely surrounded her.


      Eyes cold, the boss of the sorcerer’s society thrust her symbolic weapon presiding over water in front of her. “Even if Fräulein Kreutune has a different type of heart from us, that doesn’t change what I need to do. In order to destroy Gremlin, I need to stop that spear from being made. By showing I’m capable of that, the person at the group’s core, the one watching from on high, will act. Getting this information required so many sacrifices. I must lure out and kill the magic god Othinus. That is my top priority.”


      “That’s where you ended up?” asked Kamijou, balling his hands into fists again. “Birdway, I think that’s the wrong way to go about it.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “Even if you sacrifice Fräulein Kreutune and kill Othinus and even if Gremlin collapses after the loss of the person mentally holding them together… The shortest, fastest path to get there involves deceiving and hurting just about everyone. And that will just create mutual distrust. Everyone will suspect everyone else. If that makes you and the people you lead in Dawn-Colored Sunlight even worse monsters than Gremlin, what have you really accomplished? The world, and the people you wanted to protect, will just think of it as their enemies having a different name now. You won’t achieve peace that way. So…”


      Kamijou didn’t stop. He continued.


      “Let’s settle this. I can’t let your determination lead to the worst possible outcome. I can’t let them make you the bad guy for everything. So I’m going to stop you!!!”


      6


      In the subway tunnel, the lowest floor of the multilevel overpass.


      Girls formed of stark-white Dark Matter, bearing the same faces as those he’d once killed, charged headlong at Accelerator. They sped toward him as fast as motorbikes, sometimes kicking off walls or pillars to find an angle to attack him from. Obviously, that was not something the original girls could have done. But at the same time, Accelerator could easily imagine them doing it.


      What if the Sisters had gained flesh made from Dark Matter?


      They would choose this type of tactic, wouldn’t they?


      …Screw…this…!


      His vision swayed. A spot near the back of his head stung with pain.


      He immediately ran the calculations for the vector manipulation he would need to deal with what was unfolding in front of him. He had a perfect grasp on the girls’ movements as they crouched and slid across the floor, as they went around outside his vision, and as they kicked off pillars to attack him simultaneously from above.


      He had the calculations. But he couldn’t use them to counterattack.


      Unusually—truly unusually, for Academy City’s number one monster—he simply started swinging his body around to evade his attackers. They flung their slender arms at him from every direction at once, and he tried to dodge them each by a hair and give himself some room to breathe.


      It wasn’t that he was afraid of their onslaught.


      Yes, their fists were heavier blunt weapons than big wall-destroying hammers because they were composed of Dark Matter. Yes, their nails were tougher and could slice better than shears meant to cut through wires as thick as fingers.


      However…


      …he had not chosen to dodge due to the possibility the girls would tear him to shreds.


      Just the opposite, in fact. The problem was that his reflection could shatter their limbs.


      But naturally…


      …such a naive decision was a bad move in light of the situation.


      Standing a short distance away, Teitoku Kakine casually held his right hand out in front of him.


      “You’re so vulnerable.”


      Boom!!! A bursting sound ripped through the air.


      Teitoku Kakine’s ivory arm turned into a gigantic wing. The innumerable feathers that composed it changed into sharp blades. They fired explosively. To be precise, the blades rapidly extended to the length of spears, bending and twisting in places to surround and attack Accelerator from every direction at once.


      And they certainly weren’t trying to avoid the Sisters on the way.


      No, they stabbed right through them.


      Accelerator was late to dodge, and with his mind scrambled, he couldn’t perfectly reflect all the projectiles. One of the spears grazed the top of his shoulder. Whirl!!! Accelerator twirled in midair like a corkscrew. Just barely managing to avoid falling, he landed on his toes first…only to then understand the horrible sight.


      The girls were like bugs. Bugs pinned to the wall by long, slender, and sharp needles that ran straight through them.


      “Ah… Ngh…”


      Grrk-grk-gr-gr-gkkk-gkkk… There was a series of strange noises.


      Their bodies. Their limbs. Even their necks. Each girl violently pierced, frozen mid-motion. And yet the things that had taken the form of the Sisters had not screamed; they kept attempting to perform their attack without complaining about the pain or going wide-eyed in terror. Without even realizing they had been used, then thrown away. They loyally tried to execute their master’s orders—those helpless dolls.


      Accelerator’s face twisted uncannily at the sight.


      No matter how he tried, no matter what he did, he had to remember the faces of the girls treated as guinea pigs, the ones he had devoured as the most powerful monster in Academy City.


      “You fucking b​a​s​t​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​r​d​!!!”


      His vision blurred.


      If Teitoku was going to toy with those girls like that, then Accelerator would do the same to him.


      As Accelerator made up his mind, Teitoku pulled back his countless spears. The stark-white girls who had been pinned down regained their freedom of movement. And move they did, dragging their broken bodies in an attempt to keep the monster in check.


      “I know all about you now. I had plenty of time to think, after all—if nothing else.”


      Smiling.


      The number two monster spoke.


      “But it won’t work. Not the way you’re doing it… Sure, it might look like you’ve been redeemed. The high-ranking individual who understands the ‘will of the Misaka network’ or whatever forgave you, after all. But it’s not complete forgiveness, and you know that just as well as anyone.”


      “Ngh!!!”


      Unable to obliterate the girls and unable to let them defeat him, Accelerator could do nothing but continue to evade.


      “You all have a pet theory, remember? That the Misaka network is a collective, but each individual terminal of it has a personality that needs to be acknowledged. Did their collective will forgive you? So what? Nobody knows how the ones you killed felt except for them. It’s pretty obvious, when you think about it.”


      He gouged Accelerator with words.


      He tore into him.


      Accelerator could have blocked out all the vibrations traveling through the air. And yet Teitoku Kakine’s voice, thick with true malice, came to him, wanted or not, prying into his consciousness, infiltrating his mind, and thrusting a blade into his heart. Once lodged in, that single thorn sapped Accelerator’s ability to remain calm, disrupting the calculations he needed to control his overwhelming power.


      “There’s no way to know if you’ve actually been forgiven.”


      Teitoku’s stratagem wrapped its hands around Accelerator.


      A cage made of lazily spoken words.


      “The only way we might find out about the people you killed, the final piece of the puzzle, are those things. The last data about those individuals left in this world. But isn’t that a good thing? If you destroy them all, if you bury what’s left in them, your sins will disappear right then and there. Poof. And you’re innocent until proven guilty. Nobody would know. So? What’s the problem? You could just admit it, then slip right back into that lazy, peaceful world you’re so fond of.”


      Scrrrp-scrp-scrp-scrp!!!


      Accelerator’s mind rattled to the point where he couldn’t catch the end of what Teitoku was saying.


      Teitoku’s lazy voice continued to grate on his nerves. “Anyway, that’s the long and short of it.”


      Accelerator was about to lose his balance out of sheer anger. And at that point, driven into a corner, he finally realized something: He wasn’t even thinking clearly, much less using his ability properly. Even the calculations he needed for bipedal motion that currently propped up his brain-damaged body had been disturbed.


      “Now you can just let the proof of your sins crush you like the insect you are, ‘Number One.’”


      Right at that moment, the ivory Sisters surged toward him. Uncountable arms flung out at him, each as powerful as huge hammers and wire cutters.


      And that was the end.


      Or at least it should have been.


      However…


      Bwooooom!!!!!!


      All of a sudden, an enormous flash of light crashed through the wall and cut down one of the girls in white.


      It happened right in front of Accelerator, who had been in such danger and yet had still hesitated to hurt his opponents.


      He was dumbfounded.


      He thought his mind had gone blank, had burned out.


      There was now a giant hole in the wall, its edges glowing orange. And out from it appeared another monster this city’s cutting-edge technology had produced—another one just like Accelerator and Teitoku.


      Shizuri Mugino.


      Number Four in Academy City. The girl nicknamed Meltdown.


      With the arrival of a new threat, a new hostile element, the girls in white stopped their attack and changed formation to handle attacks from both sides.


      Mugino ignored them. “Hey, what the hell’s wrong with you, Number One?” she asked, sounding annoyed. “If you’re trying to off yourself, then hurry it up already. I hate when people make me wait for my turn. As you can see, I blew up that one pretty good. Don’t resent me for it. It’s your fault anyway for being so slow about small fries like these. Makes me sick.”


      His head.


      Pain scorched his skull. It drove Accelerator to shout.


      “You… Rrgh!”


      “You’re mad at me now, little baby monster? Do you even realize how wrong you have this?”


      Mugino waved her prosthetic index finger, made with cutting-edge technology, and continued.


      “Nobody knows how the ones you killed felt except for them. That guy right there said so, yeah? And what, he’s giving form to lingering thoughts? Like some kind of gramophone for replaying their dying moments? Who the fuck cares? Those girls aren’t the real deal, right? He’s just pasting a whole bunch of clay onto dead bones to give them human shapes.”


      “……”


      “Maybe other people really can cry when they imagine how the dead must feel. Maybe there’s even people who find things the dead left behind, then inherit them and complete them. Maybe there’s even people who can save the dead that way. But not us. We’ve been in the dark too long, killing and killing.”


      Mugino spoke as though this was completely obvious.


      She was making Accelerator face the facts.


      She wasn’t done yet, though.


      “The dead won’t come back. No matter what kind of tech you use. And to use CPR as an example for a moment, people whose hearts have stopped and people who are clearly dead are totally different… The fact that you’re even falling for this basic shit means you’re pretty dependent on the rest of the world. Are you actually thinking that maybe, just maybe, someone you killed will come back to life? And that when they do, maybe they’ll wipe the slate clean and forgive you for killing them? You’re still breathing with a wish like that?”


      Before dawn.


      In what was likely a setup courtesy of Academy City’s underworld, someone who looked exactly like Frenda Seivelun had attacked Shizuri Mugino. In response, Mugino hadn’t hesitated to obliterate them with Meltdown, and this mindset of hers was why.


      The dead will never come back.


      Only those who had been slain could speak for their own feelings—certainly not anyone whose hands were so stained by the darkness.


      And…


      …if anyone set something up to resemble someone who was dead, then arrogantly spoke on the deceased’s feelings to obtain something that benefited them…


      …that was true profanity.


      It was the most malicious ploy imaginable—one that even criminals had a right to be angry about.


      “I read about you in the reports on all that clone stuff,” said Mugino easily. “And you’ve got it a lot better than me. I killed for nothing. Your situation is complex, hard to understand. You’ve got room to make excuses. Even so, you’re probably going to hell just like me. But until then, there’s stuff we can do…so what are you gonna do? Doesn’t matter if you get self-obsessed and decide to ‘face up to the feelings of the dead’ and let them take their revenge on you and die. Or if you get peace and dignity back for the dead from the bastard who dug their bones out of their graves and then gave them bodies without asking. It’s your dumb life. So make a choice, moron.”


      “…I get it.” The words crunched through Accelerator’s teeth. “I get all that. I do. I know I’m just licking my own wounds. I know those girls only look like the real things because I’m projecting my own mental scars onto them.”


      And yet…


      …at the risk of opening his scars, at the risk of letting the blackened blood leak from them…


      …Accelerator touched the sorest spot of them all.


      “Those things are the last evidence of the people I killed. It doesn’t matter if they’re being used for whatever horrible purpose. They’re the last evidence those girls lived in the first place, before I took that away from them!!!”


      “…That just reinforces my point,” spat Mugino. “That’s their only proof? That’s the only thing left of their lives? Well, Number Two stole everything from them. He’s taking advantage of them. Manipulating them. Isn’t he? But if you’re convinced—and I mean for you, not the dead—then let them kill you already, loser. I’ll finish the job for you.”


      Mugino wasn’t particularly saying any of this to dissuade anyone from their path. She wasn’t exactly on the straight and narrow herself—she didn’t have the right.


      “Just don’t think you doing that will wrap things up in a neat little bow.”


      But there was still something she couldn’t take.


      So she continued.


      “You want the dead to have a proper ending? Then get your hands dirty. Only the dead can speak for their own feelings, but only the living can keep the fallen in mind while they act—and it’s not somehow reasonable or pacifist to reject that and run away from it. It’s just cowardice.”


      “…Yeah.”


      In truth, he’d known.


      Even if Accelerator got hurt here, was defeated miserably, and was robbed of his life, the dead weren’t around anymore. They wouldn’t feel anything about his fate. When you killed someone, you obviously robbed them of the function to feel things. That was why taking a life was so taboo.


      He just needed to prepare himself for it.


      For having to once again question the things that were currently propping up his mind at its very base.


      Perhaps the Misaka network’s collective will had accepted him.


      Perhaps the network’s unique individual, Last Order, had forgiven him.


      He would need to prepare himself to face the truth: that their acceptance and forgiveness didn’t mean any of this was over.


      However…


      None of that was nearly a good enough reason to abandon the dead girls being toyed with in front of his very eyes.


      “…I’ll destroy you,” said Accelerator.


      His voice finally grew louder. Stronger.


      “It’ll be fine now. If you demand proof, I’ll stay here as a living reminder. I’ll dig deep into the world and leave marks that will never go away. I’ll prove you were here, sacrificed to the monster I am. Nobody needs twisted records like these anymore. I just have to send you somewhere not even the blackest science can reach, including us…so I’ll end everything for you now!!!”


      “Huh.”


      At last.


      Teitoku Kakine, listening in with a thin smile, opened his mouth to speak.


      Despite always interrupting with violence, he’d purposely decided to watch.


      And now he spoke, like the mutterings of a crowd right after the play on the stage had ended and the theater lights turned back on.


      “That’s all it takes? Really? Only those you killed can understand how they feel. So what? You’re just gonna decide you don’t need to understand? And lock the rest away?”


      “You’ll probably never get it. The mere fact you’re trying to talk about how the dead feel so you can benefit from it means you can’t face your own feelings about death. How did it go? ‘Even death can’t cure an idiot’? In that sense, you’re pathetic. Strong but pitiful. Maybe you should have just accepted death. Then you could have quit after having overpowered a high-ranking esper like Number Four over here. But you missed your chance. You’re a failure.”


      Mugino responded with an unamused expression. A strange, brilliant light appeared in her palm.


      “…Also, I’ve got my own bone to pick with you, Number Two. That fake Frenda attacking me last night? You were the most active member of the darkness at that moment, and you certainly seem to enjoy messing with dead people. I don’t know what your game was, but you’re going to fucking pay for exhuming Frenda’s grave, asshole.”


      Number One and Number Four specialized in destruction.


      Number Two was a creator who could produce endlessly.


      The two camps of monsters stared each other down, and then, not a moment later, clashed.
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      On the highest floor of the multilevel overpass, a major road with an unnatural absence of vehicles on it, Mikoto Misaka and Brunhild Eichtbel faced each other.


      Perhaps this, too, was a historic moment.


      On one side was Mikoto Misaka, the Railgun, a top-ranking esper created by the science side.


      On the other was Brunhild Eichtbel, a saint with incredibly rare natural talent even compared to the rest of the sorcery side.


      Their conflict.


      The effects of their battle would likely propagate into something much, much bigger—perhaps too big for it to be a coincidence, either for the sorcery side or the science side.


      That said, it would also be completely one-sided.


      Despite the high capabilities of an Academy City–made esper, Brunhild was not only a saint, which was already a unique property to have within Crossism, but a Valkyrie as well—another unique property to have in the Scandinavian sphere. She was a woman of outstanding talents. And although her two powers canceled each other out, the upper limits of what she could wield cyclically changing like the phases of the moon, the time was such that she would have no problems in the slightest.


      It wasn’t about the details of her combat ability. It was about something more fundamental.


      In the first place, Brunhild…


      …could reach her top speed during her first step, driving her body past the speed of sound.


      Whhhhhh-bommm!!!!!! By the time the bursting noise rang out, it was too late.


      In terms of physical sensation, Brunhild’s body had already disappeared. And since she was moving faster than sound, there was zero time to first hear her coming, then make a decision.


      Brunhild stepped down right in front of Mikoto, whipping the claymore she held in one hand from low to high.


      At the same time, she twisted her wrist to bare the flat side of her sword.


      Normally, one might have guessed she was taking care not to let her claymore’s blade hit. But not so in this situation. Brunhild could move at supersonic speeds—and her claymore was gigantic, with what was essentially a simple metal plate to serve as its grip.


      By turning the blade sideways, she made the broad side of its steel function as a gigantic fan. An overwhelmingly violent fan that produced a massive sonic boom.


      It would end this.


      The attack would, of course, smash a person’s fat and muscles from the outside—but from the inside, it would cause Mikoto’s eardrums, lungs, and windpipe to rupture.


      However…


      “You little…!!!”


      “Ngh?!”


      …Mikoto reacted just before it hit her.


      Clunk!!! A dull noise rang out underfoot. Brunhild’s footing shook unsteadily. The elevated arterial road has been blocked off by each of its bridge girders, and one entire block had just swayed like a seesaw—under the influence of an electromagnetic field.


      Brunhild judged the distance poorly, causing her claymore to swerve in the wrong direction; this sent her sonic boom off in an unexpected direction. Glass in buildings along the arterial road shattered.


      …Electricity in a broad sense? Is it a radar? No, this is…!!!


      An ocean of fine iron sand was stuck to the road.


      The footsteps along the path Brunhild had walked—even when moving faster than the eye could see—had apparently all been exposed to her opponent.


      Mikoto didn’t stop there. She snapped and shouted, “It’ll swallow you whole!!!”


      The iron sand rose from every direction. Transforming into a storm of long, lethal needles vibrating at high speeds, it assaulted Brunhild in a 360-degree attack.


      In response, Brunhild reaffirmed her double-handed grip on the claymore and spun around, as if to do a Giant Swing with it.


      Whooom!!! The sound of bursting followed, splitting the air.


      The sword churned the air at an incredible speed, and the resulting sonic boom mowed down, deformed, and blew away the swarm of Mikoto’s lethal electromagnetic force weapons with an even more insane level of power.


      Mikoto survived the shock wave by manipulating the iron sand on the elevated road to form a thick concrete wall in front of her. She once again used electromagnetic force to gather up the scattered iron sand, then took aim at her next target.


      “That sword!!!”


      Brunhild’s claymore soared toward Mikoto’s neck to counter the incoming hit, but it suddenly stopped dead in midair.


      But only for less than a second.


      As though freed from a hook, Brunhild rallied her ferocious arm strength and ignored the incredible electromagnetic force to swing her claymore horizontally.


      However…


      “I only needed one second!!!”


      …Mikoto had already taken aim.


      Pale-blue sparks burst from her bangs.


      Kzzz-zaaappp!!! With an enormous snapping of air, her lightning spear struck the steel claymore directly. Even Brunhild seemed unable to shrug off that one. The high-tension current leaped from her blade to her wrist and the rest of her body.


      Meanwhile, Mikoto swung her left hand like a pitcher throwing a sidearm.


      Trailing her palm was a huge clump of concrete she had pulled up with the iron sand. It hurtled toward Brunhild, threatening to deliver a lethal blow.


      Having taken a moment to force herself to recover from the electric shock, Brunhild rammed her claymore into the clump of concrete with enough power to break down the wall of a building.


      Skrrrrch.


      The clash began, each side holding the other at bay.


      “You don’t seem to have much to do with sorcery, do you?” Brunhild asked—belatedly or perhaps only now acknowledging her opponent as someone worth talking to. “Then why do you take part in the battle for Fräulein Kreutune? I’m not about to debate where that thing originally came from, but making any contact with it puts you at risk of getting caught up with Gremlin’s mainstays.”


      “What are you saying? You’re the one who suddenly attacked me… Anyway, I don’t know anything about the big picture here. And frankly, I don’t have that much of a reason to fight.”


      Wielding the concrete hammer with her left hand, Mikoto used her right to create a sword made of iron sand.


      And on top of that…


      “But I do know one thing.”


      “What?”


      “You don’t need a reason to help a friend. You do it because you want to—even if it’s someone who would say a bunch of stupid stuff on the verge of death, then end up rescuing over ten thousand people in the end. And now that guy—that idiot who’s saved so many people—is trying to save someone again. He can’t be stopped. And it’s the mark of a good woman that she doesn’t actually want him to brave danger, but she’ll still see him off with a pat on the back anyway!!!”


      The thick concrete began to make cracking noises.


      There was more to the claymore than simple sharpness, and this allowed Brunhild to hack through the concrete and secure a route for her blade.


      Before the claymore could pick up speed, Mikoto rammed her iron-sand sword into it with all her might.


      But in a contest of arm strength, she would lose instantly.


      Seeing that her vibrating iron-sand sword hadn’t severed the steel plate comprising the claymore, Mikoto immediately disengaged her weapon.


      There was now a coin on her thumb—it was unclear when she’d taken it out—and she aimed it directly at Brunhild from point-blank range.


      To do as her nickname entailed.


      To fire her Railgun.


      “I’ve got a reason to lend a hand. I’m helping that idiot because I want to!!!”


      Snap!!! A flash of light flickered.


      As Thor, who had taken up a position on the same elevated arterial road, witnessed the explosion-like phenomenon raging behind him, he felt a stinging vibration go through his skin. This brought an unintentional smile to his lips—a smile that was uncivilized and belligerent, a different sort than any he’d made so far.


      “…Heh. Heh-heh. They’re really going at it. I have to hand it to Academy City—they’re good. But so is the Valkyrie for taking all that and still being able to move at supersonic speeds.”


      “Cut the crap, boy.”


      Sylvia, the saint confronting him, glanced at Thor’s right hand with a look of exasperation. The thermal blades extending from his five fingers had reached over twenty meters long, already a feat that even most electromaster espers on the science side might not be able to match.


      And yet Sylvia merely stared at them with exasperation.


      As the woman who had remained closest to Ollerus, even compared to Gremlin and other saints, she thought Thor’s feat warranted nothing more than annoyance.


      That was how powerful she was.


      Of course, neither Thor nor Sylvia would be standing here right now if they weren’t at least that strong.


      “You can get at least ten times that length if you used your true power, couldn’t you? Actually, considering you’re really named for, you know, the Thor in the first place, your essence would lie elsewhere. It wouldn’t fit neatly inside the frame of a thunder god.”


      “Even so, you have me at something of a disadvantage.”


      Thor had completely switched gears from distantly observing to confronting the enemy before him.


      “I wanted to prevent this. It’s not exactly the worst-case scenario, but it’s pretty bad—two or three from the bottom—and it’s not funny. When I kill, so many people get caught up that things can reach the level of war. But I didn’t start this fight because I wanted that in the first place,” he said.


      “So you tried to keep casualties to a minimum.”


      “To be honest, I didn’t even want us to have to come to terms at all,” Thor answered frankly. “Because if I clashed with someone as strong as me—for real, that alone would probably take out half the city. So don’t worry, young lady. I’ll hold my power in check for you. I’ll only be Thor the thunder god. If that’s all it takes to kill you, then it’s probably your own fault.”


      “Right, well, no need to worry on that account,” said Sylvia haughtily, smiling.


      Her grin was far too powerful for a mere maid.


      “Because in that arena, I’m probably the top-ranking sorcerer out there.”


      Fyoooo!!! A ripping sound reverberated through the air, courtesy of the bundle of ropes Sylvia held. She rotated her arm and torso, and by the time she’d made a full revolution, the ropes had already made a complex shape in the air.


      Several concentric circles.


      Reminds me of an Eastern top, thought Thor just as a terrible premonition shot through him.


      Sylvia moved.


      Even faster, as if to draw out the true powers of a saint by breaking the sound barrier, as if strangling her partner in a ballroom dance. Each time she moved, the ropes took on a complex power.


      Whoom!!!


      Sylvia yanked the ropes tight, and several of the rings, their circumferences constricting, applied vectors to spin the object they were wrapped around.


      It would have been premature to say there was nothing in the center of the ropes.


      Because there was.


      Air.


      “Why, you!!!” shouted Thor on reflex.


      There was an explosion.


      Thinking solely in terms of physical equations, it wasn’t technically impossible to grab the air. After all, even air provided resistance. Even air caused friction. Theoretically, you could grab it and spin it like a top.


      But was that really something the human body was capable of?


      Could you grab a chunk of air sitting in front of you, spin it with a massive force, convert it into a maelstrom of shock waves, and strike at a target from multiple angles? Who would ever say such a power trick was actually possible?


      Each of the bundles of air had grown as large as a crane’s wrecking ball, and each probably represented enough force to bury an underground shelter.


      It was a phenomenon produced by extreme arm strength.


      Sylvia had replicated, to a powerful degree, the little “handholds in the air” that were normally so tiny you never considered them.


      …But that’s not enough to explain it!!!


      Thor quickly swung his right-hand thermal blades.


      Air was still just air. He tried applying a massive amount of heat to it in an attempt to make it explode, which would blow away the maelstrom of shock waves.


      But this didn’t work perfectly.


      He cut two or three bundles of air to the side and destroyed them, only for his thermal blades to suddenly screech to a halt The twenty-meter weapons were about to get tangled up in the long ropes that Sylvia was making dance in the air as she spun.


      “Barriers are my specialty.”


      Fwoosh, fwoooosh. Slyvia lowered her speed of rotation and planted her two feet firmly on the ground. Meanwhile her dozens-of-meters-long ropes continued to swim through the air like rhythmic gymnastics ribbons.


      “Everyone would get mad at me back at Buckingham Palace. ‘You’re supposed to be a Guard,’ they’d say. ‘You’re breaking too much furniture,’ they’d say. So I gave it some thought. How could I intercept assassins without all the collateral damage? And my answer…was to restrain myself with a barrier.”


      “Using a Crossist angel as the basis and drawing a pattern in a single stroke… It’s something like a sigil from modern Western sorcery, I’d guess,” said Thor.


      “Spot on.”


      This was a way to draw out telesma—the angelic power said to exist in a separate phase overlapping the world—and seal it into an object. You referred to a rose pattern with a specific arrangement of Hebrew letters, then traced those letters to form the name of the angel you wanted to call, thus creating a charm.


      Sylvia had opted for this method, likely not because she wanted the telesma itself, but rather the ability to properly guide and channel her vast power the same way the pillars in a temple did.


      In other words, this barrier was meant for a summoning ritual.


      It wasn’t just a wall. It was more like a semiconductor used in a precision instrument. The barrier could trigger complex switches between letting things through and blocking them off based on the time and situation, giving the flow of pure energy an advanced, precise functionality. Just as a steady flow of electricity could perform complex calculations by moving through an integrated circuit, this set of techniques utilized the power flowing in from a different phase from this world. This could be applied, for example, in constructing a person who would answer anything you asked them—or at least, who seemed that way.


      “I use a telesmatic wall that follows the ropes to create a ‘hand’ that can trap the air.”


      Vwoosh!!! Sylvia began to whirl around again.


      The ropes writhed about, too, drawn along by her movements.


      A great serpent swam through the air, baring its fangs.


      “I guess what I’m saying is: You don’t need to worry about it. If we’re talking techniques made to prevent collateral damage, you’re looking at the best in the world. Entrust your worries to the good maid and let yourself go nuts!!!”


      Shit. She’s not just using one name. From Gabriel to Raphael, from Raphael to Michael, from Michael to Uriel. She keeps changing the sigil. She wants to combine them!!!


      Several systems of tarot reading existed, but in modern Western sorcery, instead of cards being placed upside down, some used affinities among the four elements. The card you placed next to an already-placed one would end up strengthening both the useful and harmful symbols of the multiple symbols embedded in each card. That was the thought.


      A method specialized simply for telesma—a method different from how God’s Right Seat had once done it.


      While individually, each of the four elements fell short of them, she was using sorcery to try and balance the elements all in a single collective to exceed God’s Right Seat.


      “Ugh. This freak has so many good-for-nothings, it makes me sick!!!”


      “Can I take that as a compliment?”


      Even Thor had lost track of the ropes’ movement.


      They did produce results, however.


      The physical movements of the ropes were nothing more than a method of creating symbols that would trigger sorcery. Separate from that, a huge cloud of something like gray dust swept onto the elevated road as though guided by the ropes.


      It happened a moment later.


      Whooom!!!


      Instantly, one of the blocks of the elevated arterial road started spinning like a top.


      A finger—no, it was too primitive to be called that. A gray hook had just flipped the entire several-dozen-meters-long block of the road like a little tea table. The sheer speed of the hook kept the road going after it was upside down, and it swung back around like a fan.


      Plucking it from the bridge girders that had been supporting the incredible mass this whole time.


      And affecting both Thor and Sylvia herself.


      No…way!!!


      Thor was instantly flung upward, and he instantly began flailing his feet around in midair in search of a foothold. When the bottom of his foot did make contact with something, it was the side of the road—which had already spun around several times. Not exactly a landing. He could try to stand up, but a second later, he would be upside down and falling.


      But there was someone who could make that possible.


      A saint.


      Someone who could act at supersonic speeds with no equipment.


      One second to a normal person was very different from one second to Sylvia. She had so many more options to choose from. Even if the side of the road was only facing upward for 0.1 seconds, she could easily dash across it like a sprinter to reach Thor.


      Suppressing the ropes dancing in the air and drawing their complex sigils, and even licking her lips as she did so, Sylvia shot straight toward him. The incredible sense of danger slowed Thor’s sense of time to the extreme, but even then, the maid was moving so fast that she blurred.


      “Mjööööööööölniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiir!!!!!!”


      He screamed.


      The new power supply caused an explosive flash of light to burst from Thor’s limbs. His thermal blades weren’t made for cutting anything. Their purpose was to cause an explosive expansion in the air that would accelerate his movements. An electron booster.


      Swish! Thor was forced into a spin.


      He landed just as he was about to touch down on the side of the arterial road.


      At the same time, Sylvia dared to charge.


      She didn’t use her ropes. Instead, there were a few direct exchanges of fists. If Thor blocked, his arms would get torn off, so he pulled himself out of the way to dodge. Each of the movements felt like it would rip his joints apart. He thought he was keeping the motions to a minimum, but human bodies were never made to operate at this kind of speed.


      “Rrrgh!!!”


      He pushed his thermal blades forward in an attempt to strike the front, knowing that the barrier made from the patterns of rope would repel Sylvia. This sent him flying straight backward.


      He’d gotten away.


      Or was it a mistake to think so?


      Having lost his footing, Thor plummeted straight down, pulled by gravity. He fell toward the bridge girders, which had lost their umbrella—the road—and managed to land on one with both feet.


      And then he felt a chill.


      Sylvia clung to the arterial block of road, which was still spinning in midair. She was running skillfully, aligning her movements to the ever-changing die faces of the road. It was like she was balancing on a rolling ball. At the same time, the ropes moved in a new way. They created new sigil after new sigil, overwriting one angel’s name with the next. Each time, incredible power gathered in her vicinity.


      Then Sylvia jumped off the floating road.


      Her twist made the spinning block of road move strangely—almost as though it were under the control of a magnetic force. Almost as though linked to her right foot and something invisible, the enormous mass of concrete and asphalt spun vertically and horizontally like someone was swinging it around—and then it rocketed downward like a morning star.


      Thor’s eyes went wide. “What are you, stupid?!” he yelled reflexively.


      “They called me that a lot at Buckingham Palace, too.”


      Ga-whoooooooooom!!! The entire area rattled.


      It was like the worst Kendama toy ever devised. Like she was restoring the arterial road she herself had destroyed. Sylvia was on top of the road, on its surface, and she targeted the stray bridge girders—before slamming the road back into them.


      Naturally…


      …with Thor, who had landed on the girders, caught between the two incredible weights.


      “Yep. That should do it.”


      Sylvia landed on the arterial road she’d just slammed down, then flicked her wrist to make all the ropes dangling in the air snap back together. She sounded bored.


      “…If you wanted to fight a saint, you should have started by revising your ideas about common sense. You should have realized that with our speed, we can stretch a tiny moment into something much longer. We have so, so many more options available to us.”


      Guess I’ll clean up what’s left, thought Sylvia, turning around to where Brunhild and the Academy City girl were; they were still fighting, but the addition of a saint should settle things very quickly.


      Just then, the ground swayed.


      Must not be balanced right after I ripped the road off the girders and put it back down…, she thought.


      But she was wrong.


      The road wouldn’t have swayed like this.


      Because she could sense clear intent from the way it swayed.


      “Forget something…shithead…?”


      She heard this from underfoot.


      That was when Sylvia finally put two and two together.


      “You… Are you just straight up lifting the road?!”


      “The thunder god Thor was known for his incredible might. In all Norse mythology, he was one of only two people who could pick up the unfathomably heavy hammer Mjölnir. I’ve got his belt around a Soul Arm. I’m taking my name from a war god said to be stronger than the god who ripped Fenrir’s mouth open, top to bottom. You think a stupid bridge is gonna crush me?!”


      Boom!!!


      Sylvia’s vision shot upward by fifteen meters.


      No, that wasn’t right.


      Thor had just thrown the block of road that was supposed to crush him back up into the air.


      …He’s got power, but he can’t convert it to speed, Sylvia thought calmly even as she was flung through the sky.


      She was a saint. Considering her physical abilities, she didn’t need to fear falls. In fact, she could jump from rooftop to rooftop while humming a merry tune.


      However.


      Wait. Fifteen meters?


      Her eyebrow twitched.


      She sensed danger.


      Fifteen meters wasn’t a height any unarmed human could reach. But how long were the thermal blades coming out of Thor’s right hand, again?


      “Twenty meters… Argh! I’m well within those things’ range!!!”


      Flustered, Sylvia swung her ropes into a barrier sigil—when it happened.


      Like a novice cook battling with a daikon radish, knife in one hand.


      Five burning-hot claws, chasing after Sylvia, unevenly ripped through the arterial road in the air.
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      The roar of that giant mass colliding with the ground was the signal.


      Leivinia was first to move.


      The symbolic weapon in her hand could shift forms, changing its purpose and element. Right now, it was a cup. The cup was a minor arcana in tarot decks, occupying one of the four corners: the one signifying water, rear, moon, woman, and blue.


      The wall of water swirling around her suddenly extended upward with a boom. Once it reached a certain height, it expanded into an even circular shape. The clear object, mistakable for a giant umbrella or tree canopy, sprouted hundreds, if not thousands of cold, sharp fruits.


      And their harvest was expressed in the form of a torrential downpour.


      Centered around Birdway, aiming in any and all directions, a deluge of watery daggers made their assault—eating through the umbrella silhouette from the inside and morphing into weapons whose every bit of surface area was meant to kill.


      She knew something.


      Imagine Breaker could cancel out any and all supernatural power, but it was limited to Kamijou’s right hand. The optimal tactic, then, was not to throw out a single overwhelming move but to pummel him with so many attacks he couldn’t keep up with them all.


      He would be able to cancel one or two, sure.


      Maybe he’d even be able to dodge three or four.


      But that would be it.


      The daggers numbered in the thousands, the tens of thousands, the hundreds of thousands. They formed a tight plane—a person wouldn’t even be able to fit inside the space they took up. The boy could bring his right hand to bear, but everything else would simply skewer him.


      Supposedly.


      However…


      “…!!!”


      There was a shrill keeeen.


      Kamijou had indeed held his right hand over his head, using his fingertips to cancel out one of the approaching daggers.


      But it didn’t stop there.


      The water dagger shattered like glass, sending fragments in every direction, which collided with the other daggers and slightly diverted their courses. The chain reaction repeated, wrenching open an empty spot that never should have existed.


      And it was precisely because there was no room for a human to pass through that this had happened.


      Shh-bshhhhht!!!!!!


      The water daggers all struck asphalt, sending orange sparks flying everywhere—everywhere except the meter or so around Kamijou, which escaped the danger.


      He’d detected the signs.


      Kamijou’s fingertips were like those of a craftsman, so accurate that their precision would be thrown off if he even tried to understand his own mind. They had been forged in the near-daily battles that he’d participated in against scientific espers and occult sorcerers.


      But that wasn’t enough to surprise Birdway.


      “Worked that into my plans, too, moron.”


      She spat those words softly.


      In this moment, with Kamijou having cut through the deluge of water daggers using just his right hand, he switched his focus from defense to offense. And this was the precise moment he became vulnerable.


      The empty air blinked at a spot near his left side, giving off a small white light.


      A moment later.


      Grash!!! The pure white light exploded. The blast reached ten meters in every direction, shaving away at its target and the asphalt. She’d waited for the moment he switched gears, then unleashed her assault without hesitation.


      She called it a “summoned explosion.”


      Leivinia hadn’t induced the supernatural phenomenon via a complex application of telesma born from using any sort of temple, any symbolic weapon, any incantation, or any ritual. She had just vaguely called forth power and rammed it into him without giving it shape. It would have been nice if it was just a simplified, sped-up way to do the job, but in reality, it was like launching a rocket without any safety checks. If a second-rate sorcerer tried it, they would have wound up the typical victim of a horror flick, engulfed by the power that they themselves had summoned.


      “Ngh…!!!”


      Kamijou forced himself to twist and tried to use his right hand to stave off the explosion.


      Which made him even more vulnerable.


      Birdway’s symbolic weapon had already shifted into a sword, representing wind.


      Her movement was casual.


      She swung, high to low.


      She was going to sever Kamijou’s right shoulder at the joint—along with this entire stretch of the battlefield.


      The boy was still trying to whip around his right hand to deal with the summoned explosion she’d produced next to his left flank; he didn’t have the time to catch the new threat of the wind blade. And since he had twisted, his balance was thrown off, so he wouldn’t be able to jump away from her, either.


      It was checkmate.


      She was concerned about the unidentified phenomenon that would occur as a result of cutting off his arm, but Kamijou himself couldn’t control that, either. If he quit there, then great—and if he went into a frenzy, that would only create even bigger, more hopeless vulnerabilities. Then she would just have to calmly swing her arm two or three more times to settle this. He had no chance of turning the tables. That was why she knew she had him in checkmate.


      But…


      However…


      Boom!!!


      Birdway’s wind sword bounced back from its swing.


      The culprit was the sheer white light…


      …the light of the summoned explosion that was supposed to have attacked Kamijou.


      “Wh-what…?!”


      This time…


      …Kamijou had gone beyond Birdway’s predictions. Out of reflex, she changed her symbolic weapon into a staff and held it at the ready, parallel to the ground.


      His right hand was responsible for this.


      The only thing Imagine Breaker could do was cancel out unnatural powers. It couldn’t be used for anything else. But his five fingers could still move freely to form a variety of shapes. And whether it was fire or water, power naturally flowed in the direction of least resistance.


      Like fire spreading toward a source of oxygen.


      Like water traveling down a sloped road.


      Thus…


      …there were hundreds of ways to take control of that property.


      For example, using a tube made of sturdy materials to direct a gunpowder explosion in a specific direction to fire a bullet—a gun.


      For example, attaching gunpowder to the inside of a bowl-shaped vessel to gain enough power to pierce even tank armor—a land mine.


      Ventilation ducts, electrical cables, gas turbines, crane wrecking balls, steam locomotives, skis, smokestacks, pasta machines, refueling pumps…and even, in a broad definition, people as they went back and forth on a major well-maintained road.


      This was the same.


      Kamijou hadn’t used Imagine Breaker to cancel out the unnatural power erupting beside him.


      He’d traced its surface with his fingers, creating an impenetrable wall with his right hand to provide guide rails that would give the explosive force an easy way to travel in the direction he wanted it to—which, in this case, was straight into the wind sword.


      “Forget something? I fought Fiamma of the Right head-to-head once.”


      With her expectations overturned, Birdway was now vulnerable. Kamijou kicked off the asphalt. He ran, meaning to make the most of it.


      “And I know there are powers that put on so much pressure that even my right hand can’t erase them all. What you’ve got is too much talent, Birdway!!!”


      For the first time, Birdway clenched her teeth a little.


      “And the hand symbolizes trickery,” she spat. “Talk about getting better results than you can handle!!!”


      Birdway swung the staff she held horizontally, twirling it like a baton. Its ends trailed orange flames in their wakes, which expanded into a giant wall that loomed down on Kamijou.


      “Just a distraction!!!”


      Kamijou figured it out before even nullifying it with his right hand. Rather than striking it head-on to destroy it, he brought his arm up sideways to push the scorching-hot wall in another direction, sending it burning through the scenery.


      It happened right after the orange curtain had been removed.


      A swarm of gray daggers that looked like they were made of stone raged toward him like a tempest.


      Kamijou twisted with all his might to dodge a specific blade in the middle of them all. The knife gave him a bit of a graze on the cheek, and blood trickled from the wound.


      But he grinned. “That one was the only normal knife. Do I have it right, Birdway?!”


      “Hah! Interesting. It’s like you’re possessed by the divine!”


      If he’d relied entirely on his right hand to break through, that blade would have pierced his palm.


      From his current stance, which had his upper body swung around, he forced his fist up to destroy one of the many knives remaining. Now, just like with the water blades, he only had to wrench open a tiny safe zone by causing a chain reaction of destruction with their fragments.


      They were already only a few meters apart. A little bit more and he would reach her.


      “But I guess if you were just some kid flailing around with his right hand, I wouldn’t have needed to mark you like this to begin with.”


      As Kamijou took another step toward her, Birdway reached behind her, almost as if to draw a sword from a sheath on her back. But she was probably hiding something up her blouse.


      Kamijou thought it would be a suspicious card or a crystal ball or something.


      But he was wrong.


      “I don’t like missiles or machine guns much. Too modern. That said…”


      She pulled it out.


      She readied it.


      She pointed it at him.


      “…I’ve got a soft spot for these babies. Flintlocks. I mentioned it in a previous incident, remember?”


      It was an old type of gun, the kind pirates long ago might have used, decorated in black oak and goldwork. It only had room for one bullet.


      Every muscle in Kamijou’s body tensed.


      There was already one example proving it.


      The single bullet hole in his right side. The wound from taking a shot from an Anti-Skill officer.


      Meaning.


      Kamijou didn’t have the physical abilities to dodge bullets that had no unnatural power in them at all.


      “Birdway…!!!”


      “I abandoned my pride…”


      Just a few meters away.


      One more step would be the last one. One big step and Kamijou’s fist would reach. But Birdway’s petite finger was already on the trigger, prepared to make the most of the clear distance between them.


      She didn’t aim for the head, either. Despite being so close, she pointed the flintlock lower, right at his center of gravity, adjusting it to strike at the hardest place to dodge. Even if he tried to twist out of the way, it would surely hit somewhere in his abdomen.


      Her voice was almost a whisper now.


      “…for certain victory.”
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      The limited space afforded by the underground tunnel was neither wide nor durable enough for three Academy City–made monsters to stand in.


      A head-on clash.


      The white puppets created from the Sisters’ lingering thoughts charged at Accelerator, and at the same time, Kakine changed his right arm into a wing with hundreds of feathers that also zoomed through the girls—violence changed into a storm of spears that threatened to fill the entirety of the space as it approached.


      However.


      Accelerator’s heart, his mind, and his ability equations would no longer be disrupted.


      If he looked them straight in the eyes with resolve…


      …then all he had to do was see them off.


      Out of the shitty city in which they were bound and to somewhere nobody could reach them.


      “Use this,” said Mugino next to him. “This is your job.”


      It happened a moment later.


      Bwooooommm!!!!!! Light flashed from Mugino’s palm and directly struck Accelerator—a high-speed wave/particle cannon with enough punch to slice an Aegis-class warship like a vegetable. If there had been any disturbances in Number One’s reflection equations, he might have been reduced to ashes without even the time to feel pain.


      But that wouldn’t happen anymore.


      Never.


      “……”


      Accelerator accurately grasped the direction of the attack he’d just taken. He adjusted its vectors, made it converge, gave it a new shape and new characteristics, and unleashed it all on the three girls attacking him.


      Sound vanished.


      There was light.


      It didn’t pierce. It didn’t burn its way through. This was in a dimension beyond that. It erased. It truly obliterated, not leaving even a fistful—no, not even a milligram—of matter in its wake. Lest they be unfairly manipulated again. To return the girls from this unnatural existence back to where they were supposed to be.


      Their expressions never changed, right up to the very last moment.


      He didn’t know how they felt when the time came.


      And that was fine.


      Maybe there was someone in this world who could really understand the feelings of the dead, or at least estimate them, and save their hearts. Who could feel their regrets, help them finish what they left behind, and protect their dignity. But Accelerator was pretty sure that wasn’t his job—he was of the darkness, and he’d killed far too many. Nevertheless, even he, with his ability that exemplified destruction and violence, could still accomplish things before he plummeted into hell.


      The feelings of the dead belonged to the dead.


      They should never be used for someone else’s benefit.


      Academy City’s number one esper would quietly seal away the girls so as not to break them. He would see them off. And so as to not let them see the light again so easily, he would stand in the way of robbers like a grave keeper. His very proximity to death meant he was in no position to offer cheap platitudes on the inherent goodness of man—but it had also allowed him to come to a new conclusion, thanks to his decision to act in the defense of others.


      He was finished chasing after “someone.” Of constantly being conscious of them.


      He would choose another path.


      Even if he couldn’t do the same thing as that person, he would do what they couldn’t.


      And if he wasn’t there yet, he would get there.


      “R​r​r​r​r​r​r​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!!”


      He grabbed hold of the approaching volley of spears backward, seized the vector flowing within it, then forced it to reverse directions. Dark Matter had no blood, but he detected a pulse signal within it not unlike a bioelectric field. All the spears shattered at once, the terminals destroying the core with pressure. And at the center, Kakine shuddered.


      “Coming your way.”


      Then Mugino let loose a flash of Meltdown.


      Kakine had paused for a split second, and now most of his upper body was gone.


      However.


      “In the end…”


      The next thing they knew, some kind of whitish matter was spreading out from Teitoku.


      Over the floor, of course—but also up the walls and even to the ceiling.


      “…I can make whatever, but it seems I’m best at making more of me. I have the highest capabilities. The original over ten thousand clones—like a microcosm of Academy City.”


      Something stood straight up out of the wall.


      It was Kakine, white and without color.


      Mugino stared at the grotesque art piece. “…Your true body is still using a few original internal organs. So you broke them apart, and now you’re making them ooze over the floor?”


      “Perhaps. What do you think? Would I have gotten my real organs to safety? Or would I have simply recreated everything? Were my organs there to begin with? Are they here right now? I could have even scattered them all over the city, connecting them with extremely thin lines of Dark Matter. Still, I have to ask. If you did destroy my original organs at this point…so what?”


      There were espers in Academy City who could change their outward appearance, but this was far, far beyond anything like that. Did one’s brain produce an ability, or did the ability use the brain to maintain itself? Was one alive or dead? Was one in a dream or reality? Even that was a messy quandary in this Möbius strip. The only thing certain was that a being known as Teitoku Kakine was present before their eyes as a physical phenomenon.


      They could break him, but it would be infinitely difficult to ensure they killed him.


      And if they couldn’t take his life, then he would never stop—not even if they blew off his limbs or crushed his heart.


      However…


      “Doesn’t even matter!!!”


      Accelerator charged straight for Kakine. His foot landed in the stark-white puddle, which now spanned over ten meters. He tore apart all the spears flying at him. And he slammed his palm into the center point.


      He grasped the electric signals flowing through the Dark Matter and reversed them.


      Grr-jeeerrrk!!!


      The only thing this accomplished was making a section of the puddle vanish, leaving an unnaturally even hexagonal hole. Accelerator hadn’t managed to destroy the entirety of the system known as Teitoku Kakine; instead, Kakine had consciously cut him off.


      “Not gonna work. Yes, I blocked it all off, and yes, the different parts of my system are trading information with one another. But not directly. They can freely transmit information without a physical connection—meaning your attack won’t get to me. It’s sort of like using alien cross talk to create intentional confusion or an electronic eavesdropping device. If an attack follows the lines, then as long as the lines aren’t connected, it won’t travel through.”


      “Then I’ll destroy all of it.”


      “And meanwhile, I’ll only reinforce the network that is me. Simultaneously and multiplying like rats.”


      “Then I’ll destroy them faster!!!”


      Imagine, for a moment, Academy City as a single body.


      It was, in a way, like a battle between cancer cells, which threatened to infinitely multiply and render the body inoperable, and the body’s genes, which maintained the health of the body by encouraging old cells to destroy themselves before being infected by the cancer.


      Number Two made others suffer through creation, and Number One protected others through destruction.


      Incredible powers, both being wielded in a way opposite their imagined purposes.


      However.


      “How much time do you have left?” Kakine sneered.


      Accelerator’s vector manipulation and Mugino’s intense bursts of light were both whittling away at Kakine’s body. But even as they did, something sheer white kept on crawling up the walls and over the ceiling. Kakine felt no fear at the prospect of being destroyed. He had lost something very important—something that every living creature fundamentally had.


      “That limit will be your doom. Sure, maybe those inexplicable wings might show up. But you can’t freely use them for long periods of time, either, can you? In fact, something inexplicable would also consume a lot of something inexplicable. Either way, you’re out of time.”


      And…


      “Against just Number Four, it would basically be a throwaway match. I don’t know how much she’s grown and in what areas, but there’s a decisive difference between her abilities in a regular state and mine. No matter what you try to throw on top of it, you’ll never beat me.”


      The Kakine speaking to them had lost his head, but his form—in opposition to gravity—fell toward the puddle along the wall. And in a different place, farther away, a new Kakine appeared.


      “This is the difference in how much freedom or abilities afford us. That’s what I’m calling decisive. I don’t even need to do anything in the first place. But it’s not just that I can infinitely produce more of the resource I need: Dark Matter. It’s that my inspiration has no limit. Gather up all the cards and tricks you want, but they won’t even deserve to be counted. I’ll push through them all with brute force—not that they’ll reach me anyway! If you want to have any hope of getting to me, you’ll first have to crawl up an infinitely high wall.”


      It was like doing a task over and over but never getting the calculations to line up.


      It was like they’d been ordered to empty out a full pool of water with buckets, except a waterfall was pouring into the other end.


      “So make your choice.”


      Academy City’s number two esper moved his lips.


      “Slowly wither and die over a long period of time—or go out peacefully in the blink of an eye.”


      Boom!!!


      Another shower of spears shot toward Accelerator and Mugino.
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      The final weapon aimed at Kamijou had no relation to sorcery whatsoever—a flintlock handgun.


      There was no point debating if he should dodge to the right or the left.


      Since it was an antique firearm, it didn’t have much power. But there was also no guarantee that the bones in Kamijou’s arm alone could hold off a shot from it.


      He wasn’t some American comic book hero dressed in tights. There was no way he could see a bullet coming straight for him and then dodge out of the way. And he certainly didn’t have a body of steel with which to block the bullet.


      So there was only one thing he could do.


      Dash!!!


      Trying his best to quash the instincts telling him to stop, Kamijou charged straight ahead. He and Birdway were only a few meters apart. One good stride would bring him within punching range of her. His only choice was to strike the hand holding the gun before it fired. If he could get it to swivel even a tiny bit away, the lead bullet would fire into empty air.


      Come on…


      The extreme tension wreaked havoc on his sense of time.


      His fist seemed to be taking forever to move.


      Come on!!!


      Without batting an eyelid, Birdway pointed her flintlock at him.


      Her trigger finger curled.


      A little piece of metal shifted—one that could determine if a person lived or died.


      “R​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!”


      Before that…


      Kamijou’s right hand. Its tip. His middle fingernail. It just barely touched the tastefully detailed muzzle of the gun. He felt a tiny pulling sensation further down the finger. It was like pulling up your fishing rod at the exact same moment before you hooked a big one, not knowing if it was in the fish’s mouth or not. Just a little bit, just a tiny coincidence, and the fish would dodge the hook and flee into the depths. You would lose everything.


      He strained the muscles in his right hand, swinging them sideways.


      As if to plunge the hook deep inside the nearly caught fish’s mouth.


      At the same time…


      …Birdway’s index finger finished curling.


      She pulled the trigger.


      Click!!! The flintlock’s muzzle moved toward Kamijou’s side.


      …Wha…what…?


      Kamijou had just barely escaped death, and yet he felt a horrible premonition swell in his gut.


      Yes.


      But she pulled the trigger. Why wasn’t there a gunshot—?


      “Big mistake, fool.”


      The girl’s flowing voice didn’t even have time to send a shudder down his spine.


      Boom!!!


      With a dull bursting noise, the tip of a stone pillar extending from the ground slammed into the middle of Kamijou’s chest with pinpoint accuracy. The strike hadn’t knocked the wind out of him so much as broken the very rhythm of his heart constricting and expanding.


      “Grrh…grph?!”


      As he frantically tried to collect himself, his right leg went limp below the knee. The disturbance to the blood flow in his heart rippled to the rest of his body a moment later.


      He tried to keep one knee firm to at least avoid falling.


      A blow to his cheek knocked him down anyway.


      To call it an open-palm slap would have been an understatement. In reality, Birdway had basically smashed her flintlock’s grip into him. The sensation was close, perhaps, to holding a hammer near the very end to strike someone with.


      The impact rattled Kamijou’s brain. This time, he crumpled to the asphalt ground on his side—moving utterly limply, like a marionette with its strings cut.


      “One would think you’d have studied up on how guns are made, at least… Actually, I suppose that’s a rather cruel request to make of a Japanese. Still, you did fight in World War III. Right at the core of it, in fact.”


      For a moment, Kamijou couldn’t tell up from down. Birdway observed him as he struggled on the road, twirling her gun in front of her.


      “With a flintlock, you pour the gunpowder and the bullet into the muzzle. Can’t fire it without doing that first. Replacing the match cord with a percussion cap would shorten the process, but you’d still have to manually load the bullet… Understand now, boy? I can’t just take out this gun and fire it.”


      “Gah…rgh…!!!”


      “The entire time, I was only looking for one thing: an opening for one good attack. And pointing a gun at someone is a surefire way to wring out their mind. Especially when the pain and fear of being shot are still at the forefront of your awareness.”


      If he’d thought about it…


      Then maybe he would have noticed the flaws in the flintlock’s construction. But he’d had no time to think about it. Birdway had abruptly pulled a gun on him in the middle of a battle of supernatural powers, and he’d acted before he could completely switch up the way he was thinking about the fight.


      Whether he’d stood there paralyzed in fear or tried an all-or-nothing tactic like grabbing the gun from her, the result that followed would have been the same.


      Once the elegant gun had completely occupied his mind, he would be wide open. And then she would hit him with sorcery—like she just had.


      “Anyway.”


      Suddenly, there were several objects in Birdway’s hands: a small bottle, a tiny metallic sphere that reminded him of a pachinko ball, and a thin stick about the length of a chopstick. The bottle was filled with black powder.


      “Allow me to show you the proper way of using one of these.”


      Birdway pointed her elegant gun upward. First, she poured in the powder of the small bottle, then inserted the metal ball, covering it up. Finally, she plunged the thin stick inside and pushed the ball and powder as far in as they would go.


      “This type of gun isn’t supposed to be aimed downward. But this is an expensive model. I highly doubt the bullet will fall back out.”


      Tossing the stick and bottle aside, Birdway pointed the muzzle of the firearm at Kamijou.


      “…Give up on Fräulein Kreutune. In fact, I’ll give you the perfect reason to. It certainly looks like you can take a bullet to the gut and keep on going—but what about your legs? Not having that foundation behind your mobility and punches will make a good excuse for you to stay in a hospital bed for a while.”


      “Heh…”


      Were the symptoms of his mild concussion steadily fading? Kamijou, still on the ground, turned his hazy eyes and looked up at Birdway’s face. There was a little smile on it.


      “You’re going pretty far for little old me. And for what? To tell yourself what you did in Hawaii and Baggage City was worth all the victims?”


      “So what if it is?”


      “Well, it just sounds to me like you’ve owned up to the fact you did something awful. You’re fighting the wrong person. Even if you snatch up Fräulein Kreutune, draw out the magic god Othinus, defeat her, and restore peace to the world. Even if billions of people thank you for it, I don’t think you’ll ever feel fulfilled.”


      “I’m getting real tired of your sentimental arguments.”


      “Are you?” Breathing roughly, Kamijou desperately kept speaking. “I can’t understand your side, either. How can you try to save others without emotion? Based on pure logic and probability? I mean, then you’d just end up letting things be, wouldn’t you? Cherry-pick the most comfortable thesis on it, and there’s no reason to even save people anymore. If you were only using logic, you could say stuff like, ‘The circulation of money is a necessary evil to prop up society.’ That a number is small compared to the whole total. That even if humanity is wiped out, another species might gain sentience and come to fill the world. Wouldn’t that be enough? If you were following logic alone, you wouldn’t have to save anyone, would you?”


      For Kamijou, the one lying on the road, the muzzle of Birdway’s gun was unchangeable.


      This time, he wouldn’t have a chance to jump at her and wrest the elegant weapon from her hands.


      “You and me—we’re the same. We’re helping people because we want to. And to do that, you’ve been looking for the best logic and probabilities and whatever that you can find. And now you’re all mixed up. It’s like you’re trying to save a starving person by cutting another person up and feeding the body parts to them.”


      “And what have you accomplished?”


      Simple. To the point.


      Birdway drove deep—straight into the boy’s heart.


      “You don’t know how Gremlin works. Where their main base is. Who their leader is. You don’t know anything. You just skitter along after whichever of their members are causing problems wherever in the world. And then someone inevitably takes advantage of you, making the damage even worse. That’s how it always ends with you. To use your analogy, you’re just leaving the starving person there and watching him die.”


      “Could be. Actually, yeah, you’re probably right.”


      Kamijou owned up to it.


      To his own powerlessness.


      “…I might have fought Fiamma of the Right one-on-one and stopped World War III. But I didn’t do it alone. People fighting all over the world helped whittle away at the source of his power. That’s the only reason I was able to accomplish that. I can barely do anything by myself—it’s true. And any ideas I come up with by myself probably won’t work at all in the wider world.”


      And yet.


      Even so.


      “But listen to me, Birdway. Just because my logic is childish and wrong, just because you can use any kind of cheap tricks to expose the flaws in it, that doesn’t mean you’re right on every count.”


      “What?”


      “If you need to carve up a person to feed the starving, then why don’t you have a scratch on you?”


      Kamijou set his gaze…


      …directly on Birdway.


      On something behind her eyes.


      “I’ve brawled with all sorts of people. And when you get down to it, I basically wasn’t able to accomplish any of that on my own. It exposed a lot of people to danger—but everyone still helped me. I’m still alive today. And that’s because when I suggested it, I was always the first to take the risks. That’s what you don’t have.”


      “You think I convinced myself to be an indifferent spectator? And therefore, I don’t have the right to get others involved? Have concluded you’ll let people’s lives be affected based solely on whether or not you understand and agree with me?”


      “In a way, yeah.”


      His immediate answer even surprised Birdway somewhat. She’d expected Kamijou to hit back with an even shallower comment about the fundamental goodness of humankind.


      However…


      “So I’m pretty sure the answer I’ll agree with is a lot simpler.”


      …Kamijou whispered this as he lay on the road.


      “It’s not about Hawaii or Baggage City. Not about Gungnir or Fräulein Kreutune being the last piece needed to create it.”


      His voice was weak.


      “If you say that there’s no way to avoid sacrifice…”


      But it was also earnest. Confident.


      “If you want to have the ability to act and solve all this, but you’re not in a position right now where you can take on the risk personally…”


      Almost as if…


      …he were teaching a small, ignorant child the most fundamental fact.


      “Then you should have chosen me. Then I would have understood. I would have gone along with you.”


      This time.


      Leivinia Birdway felt time stop. Just for a moment, but it froze.


      He wasn’t throwing a fit and begging her to stop all the tragedies about to happen.


      He knew it was unavoidable.


      And yet he’d still gotten mad at her for pointing her weapon at the wrong person.


      “There had to be a way.”


      Meanwhile, Kamijou continued speaking.


      “A way that didn’t involve using Fräulein Kreutune. A way that didn’t involve making sacrifices in Hawaii or Baggage City. You still could have lured out the Gremlin big shots or even the magic god Othinus herself.”


      “Do you have any idea what you’re suggesting?”


      “We may not know how Gremlin is structured. We may not know where their main base is or who their leader is. But I have my right hand! I could have at least spread misinformation about me being a threat to their entire operation, since they’re all sorcerers!!! With your help and with the rest of Dawn-Colored Sunlight’s help, I could have done it!!!”


      “You’re not a freak of nature like Fräulein Kreutune. Someone could hold your mouth and nose shut, and you’d just die. And you’d still put yourself at the middle of our war with Gremlin? As a hostile threat with no use to them?! Do you even understand what you’re saying?!”


      “Othinus showed herself to me in Baggage City. It was after I resolved the situation. She wanted to test the capabilities of my right hand. She completely destroyed me, but she must have at least thought she wouldn’t know for sure unless she tried. It’s a pretty thin ray of hope if I ever saw one, and I might be nothing compared to the certainty of using Fräulein Kreutune instead…but there had to have been another way. And you decided this unilaterally, without me there! And the decision you made? It’s insane! You chose massive sacrifices! You chose to slap the smiles right off everyone’s faces!!! What I’m saying might be selfish and unrealistic. But did you really think I would be okay with that choice?!”


      “…You’re insane,” said Birdway.


      Even she—someone who had researched charismatic leaders across ages and cultures, people who might have been made outsiders had things gone even slightly different for them—couldn’t help but give that reply.


      “You’re completely insane. I’ve been getting odd glimpses here and there for a while now, but that settled it… Why do you assume you’ll be fighting? Why is it normal for you for people to take things from you? You’re not some battle-crazed lunatic who doesn’t know what to do with themself on peaceful days. And you’re also not a sheltered kid who’s never come face-to-face with death and only idolized the world from their TV. I can’t figure out what the hell is spurring you to act…!”


      “Why?”


      In this life-or-death situation, Kamijou paused to think for a moment.


      Why had he gotten involved with all those incidents thus far?


      Was it because of sheer misfortune? Because others forced him into incidents that he wouldn’t survive unless he resolved them?


      Was it because Motoharu Tsuchimikado, Stiyl Magnus, the English Puritan Church, Academy City, and who knew who else always had their own ambitions in mind, laid all sorts of schemes, and set up the situations so that he couldn’t escape them?


      Was it because nobody he’d ever met was an obvious bad guy like in the movies? Was it because turning his back on them would have been heartrending?


      He thought it over from many angles.


      And then he shook it all off and said this:


      “Because there was never a single good reason to abandon them.”


      “…I’m fed up with this,” Birdway spat, aiming her flintlock’s muzzle at Kamijou’s thigh.


      This time, she would shoot him through for real. Her finger rested on the trigger.


      “Can’t believe Academy City would think they could control someone like you. The biggest threat you have isn’t your right hand’s power or even the thing hidden inside it. It’s not some kind of foresight or heuristics you’ve come up with. If you’d given any normal person a right hand that could cancel out unnatural powers, they wouldn’t have accomplished a single thing. It’s not like your right hand is omniscient or has any zeal of its own. But you keep getting results. You haven’t been successful because of your right hand. The power in your right hand has been successful because of you.”


      “That seemed obvious.”


      “In which case…”


      Birdway’s eyes suddenly shifted. They almost looked pitying.


      “…You’re the one who needs to be careful from now on,” she said. “What you have isn’t good or evil. You can’t talk about it in those terms. It’s a seed of major change. Like what sprouted for the man who built a city of steel and electricity or the woman who thinly smiled in the back of an old cathedral. Its giant flowers could easily swallow you whole. If you can take total control of it, it will give you great power. But if you can’t, then the misery and wretchedness will be beyond all compare.”


      “What are you talking about…?”


      “You don’t need to know. I’ll give you time to think—but also a bit of pain first.”


      This time…


      …Birdway pulled the trigger less because she was trying to end the conversation and more because she was trying to nip a new threat in the bud.


      But an instant before that.


      Rwhooom!!! A powerful force yanked her arm away. The muzzle of her elegant gun swerved away to the side, and with the noise of a gunshot, the lead bullet fired off into thin air.


      “Wh…what?”


      “I told you, Birdway.”


      There was a crunching noise.


      It was the sound of Kamijou, who had been recovering from his head injury little by little over the course of their very long conversation, getting his grip on the asphalt and clawing the road to try and get to his feet again.


      “I’ve fought a lot of different people before. But I couldn’t do everything on my own. I can count on one hand the number of fights where I’ve been truly on my own—and even when I’m doing something reckless like this, there will always be people on my side—the actual good folks out there, who put me to shame.”


      Birdway looked up, then finally realized the source of the anomaly.


      On the highest part of the multilevel overpass.


      From the edge of the arterial road, a girl looked down at them.


      “Academy City’s Number Three… Did she take control of my gun with magnetism or something?!”


      Boom!!!


      A ginormous thermal blade cut through in a line, slicing the space between Kamijou and Birdway.


      That one was from Thor.


      He was supposed to be fighting on the highest part of the multilevel overpass—the arterial road—but he was standing on the sporting arena–like space one level below that. Actually, part of the arterial road itself was completely gone, too.


      Both were in the middle of fighting saints, who possessed unique abilities even on the sorcery side. One moment, one little misstep, could spell the total pulverization of their bodies, right down to their bones. And yet the two wielders of lightning had found a tiny opening and taken full advantage—to give Kamijou some support fire in a desperate situation.


      “…In fact, I’ve fought all sorts just today. All the dangerous people after Fräulein Kreutune are here. And I probably wouldn’t hold a candle to any of them.”


      White smoke still billowed from the gouge left by the thermal blade. Past the curtain, Birdway spotted him as he slowly got to his feet.


      “But in the end, you’re all cut off from one another—you couldn’t come together as a team.”


      Kamijou had taken a gunshot to the side, but he hadn’t slept a wink. He had kept on going. He’d grown weak, even gotten a concussion, and yet still.


      Touma Kamijou stood back up, again and again.


      “Nobody knows about Fräulein Kreutune. That’s why nobody can have any obvious attachment to her. She was locked away for so long and just got out yesterday, so it makes sense. But even if I don’t know much about her, I can still want to help her. Actually, I bet some of the people fighting don’t know anything about her, either. And other people are fighting for reasons that have nothing to do with helping her—but none of that really matters. We don’t have to know the details, and our minor circumstances don’t have to line up. But here we all are anyway, together! With all this power, trying to rescue her!!!”


      Right from the start, the people on Kamijou’s side had never needed to share clear, major goals.


      It didn’t matter if they were fighting for entirely different reasons.


      Even so…


      After everything was over…


      If they could say to people that, even if they didn’t intend it, their actions helped save a woman, none of them would feel bad about that. It was better than telling people they had helped kill the woman.


      Kamijou was sure of it.


      He was sure that was how people worked.


      “You make it sound like this is crazy talk, Birdway, but it’s really not. If you saw someone suffering unfairly, anyone would at least want to help them!!!”


      “You…”


      “I’m not going to lose to you.”


      Slowly.


      Distinctly. He readied his right hand as he stared down the boss of a powerful sorcerer’s society.


      “If you can’t even come up with something that simple, then there’s no way any of us will lose to you!!!”
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      Observing the battle on the multilevel overpass from a slight distance, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 received a visual confirmation of Fräulein Kreutune on the middle level as well.


      From beside him, Fremea smacked his stark-white exterior a few times.


      And even that slight action still markedly worsened the cracks inside him.


      “Nyaa, nyaa! We found her!!! We can’t stay here. We have to go rescue her!!!”


      “Presently, there is a major risk of becoming involved in the combat actions taking place in her vicinity. They may not mean to hit you, but there is an unavoidably high probability of being struck by a stray attack. Additionally, because there appears to be a faction forbidding any contact with Fräulein Kreutune at all, we may face direct interference the moment she is captured.”


      And…


      With Rhinoceros Beetle 05 continuing to break down even now, its analysis told the beetle that it no longer had the durability needed to endure a battle of such a level.


      Of course, revealing this to the girls would risk them withering, which would meaninglessly constrict their choice of actions. They were already in a high-risk situation. It didn’t want to remove some of their freedom of choice.


      “Then what should we do? asks Misaka asks Misaka.”


      “I will analyze their attack patterns and calculate the size of a way through… A human’s range of vision narrows more than they feel when they focus on something. At first glance, the multilevel overpass appears to be an open space. But in reality, it is a maze that dynamically changes its routes on the fly. If we move with a degree of regularity, we may safely—”


      It didn’t get to finish.


      The artificial voice created by Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s thin, giant wings suddenly cut off.


      Yes, suddenly.


      Last Order and Fremea had disappeared.


      Actually, that wasn’t precisely the case.


      Someone had stepped inside Rhinoceros Beetle 05.


      Color faded and sound vanished inside a mysterious space where not a single leaf on any of the nearby roadside trees swayed. In it, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 focused its mind on something directly ahead.


      Just five meters from his cannon’s muzzle.


      There stood a young man with brown hair and an expensive jacket.


      His eyes glinted with a darkness belonging only to those who had walked in the back alleys of life. He wore a thin smile on his lips that seemed to be the convergence of every ounce of confidence one could imagine. Despite being so close to Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s cannon, he kept his hands in his pockets.


      In a world desaturated into blacks, whites, and grays, only he still had color—almost as if it graced the world’s singular king.


      “Teitoku…Kakine.”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 spoke, unable to judge whether its voice had come from the vibration of its wings or not.


      And while it had a pet theory, it rejected it.


      This wasn’t him.


      It couldn’t be him.


      The true Teitoku Kakine would never share his power for the benefit of a single pawn. He could manufacture hundreds, if not thousands at once. And he could set to work producing powerful versions with hundreds, if not thousands of times the strength.


      In response…


      …the colorful monster slowly opened his mouth.


      “You can think of me like an…ideal, I suppose.”


      “……”


      “Hey. Wake up, will you? I’m an ideal you created yourself. You automatically determined that this is the kind of person Teitoku Kakine is. I’m a wall.”


      The true Number Two wasn’t part of this after all.


      It was more like being in complete darkness, hiding in the shadows for fear of unseen snipers—the massive stress causing the beetle’s collapse of the self.


      “You know exactly why something like me showed up. Better than anyone. You’ve been cut off from Teitoku Kakine for a while. And now you’re turning into something else. But you haven’t accepted it yet. You’re afraid of losing the powerful personality that is a facet of Teitoku Kakine. You’re hesitant. You have regrets. And it’s all paralyzing you… Which is why I’m here. So that you can remember what you’re about to lose. So that you can complement your data-based image of me—and remind yourself of what I looked like to begin with.”


      Even now, the cracks were spreading inside Rhinoceros Beetle 05. It had been on the verge of breaking down for some time now.


      The machine’s efforts to stymie the spread of the damage and compensate for the loss of internal information was, perhaps, similar to a human holding down a wound to try and staunch the blood flow. It wasn’t about whether you were rescued or not. Whether you were fatally wounded or outright impaled, nobody would be able to stop themselves from doing it.


      However…


      What if the beetle now re-updated its data-based image of Teitoku Kakine to compensate for its wavering essence?


      “You seemed to be putting off killing a single kid with your stupid misconversions, but that’ll end now.”


      The person, whoever he was, seemed to spit the words out. His tone of voice made Rhinoceros Beetle 05 want to loathe the fact that this was a part of him. At the same time, his tone was extremely reminiscent of Teitoku Kakine.


      “Who are you?”


      His voice reached Rhinoceros Beetle 05—whether it liked it or not.


      “What is it you need to do in order to be yourself?”


      In the end…


      …the real Teitoku Kakine didn’t need to do anything in order to suppress Rhinoceros Beetle 05. Their master-slave relationship was too well-defined. Kakine could do nothing and simply wait for Rhinoceros Beetle 05 to soon run out of ways to explain the theoretical inconsistencies in his actions. When that happened, Rhinoceros Beetle 05—built to be a slave, not a master—would reassess, then reassemble itself via the starting point that was Teitoku Kakine.


      To make an analogy, it was the same as someone receiving a rebooted computer with a virus on it that was just starting to go to work.


      The computer would freeze at some point, somewhere. If Rhinoceros Beetle 05 continued to wait, then the flow of time and the accumulation of processing load would drive it to ruination.


      “You knew this all along.”


      The person, whoever he was, said this with a sneer.


      Their decision.


      “Your greatest enemy isn’t Fräulein Kreutune, and it’s not the new enemies Teitoku Kakine is sending against you. Your greatest enemy is you—now that you’ve gained your target’s trust and were, whether you liked it or not, physically able to get as close to your target as you needed to… You had the opportunity to explain this to your target. But you told her there were only two threats on hand, didn’t you? Why? Not because you determined that there was no possibility of another threat. But because you were afraid of putting it into words. Because that would make it real.”


      It searched for the words to deny this.


      It searched for the words to deny this.


      It searched for the words to deny this.


      But from this point forward, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was unable to say a single word in response—which was only natural. This wasn’t a game where players revealed their secret cards one by one. All the cards were already face up on the table. The only thing Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was doing now was checking its answers against them.


      And so the person, whoever he was, didn’t stop talking.


      He continued.


      “It’s very easy to say, ‘I’m not Teitoku Kakine. I’m something else,’ isn’t it? But what are you, actually? Could you define yourself with a different name? What you’ve become in this short space of time is this: someone who disobeys Teitoku Kakine’s orders, someone who tries to be independent from Teitoku Kakine, someone who wants to become someone other than Teitoku Kakine, someone who wants to break free of Teitoku Kakine and set off on their own. No matter how you try and work around it, you can never escape that name. And if you reject your own core too firmly, then you will lose sight of your essence. Once that happens, even redefining your physical body will be impossible.”


      Simply…


      …and with certainty…


      …he stomped on the seedling Rhinoceros Beetle 05 had almost obtained, one that was about to sprout.


      “That is why your essence is that of a slave. No matter how much you struggle, you will never reboot yourself as a new type of master.”


      Unless Rhinoceros Beetle 05 became someone other than Teitoku Kakine, it wouldn’t be able to refuse the order to kill Last Order and Fremea Seivelun.


      However, no matter what it did, it was impossible for Rhinoceros Beetle 05 to completely reject Teitoku Kakine.


      Therefore…


      …Rhinoceros Beetle 05 could not protect those girls.


      “The logic is simple.”


      The person, whoever he was, whispered.


      “You are a part of Teitoku Kakine. And the part of you that is him wouldn’t hesitate to kill its target. But nevertheless, you do—which means the part of you that isn’t him would regret making the decision to kill. In this short time, you gained something. Something your target trusts. If you decided to use your excess appendage, as it were, to kill the target, you would decide for yourself that you had betrayed her and thus regret it.”


      His decisive words.


      And what they led into.


      “In which case, I’ll remove the conditions for you.”


      The person, whoever he was.


      He spoke, as if using a password to release the safety mechanism on a giant weapon.


      “I, the kinder Teitoku Kakine, will give you an order you can’t refuse. Kill your target and turn your anger on me.”


      The conclusion was clear as day.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 couldn’t become someone who was not Teitoku Kakine.


      Never.
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      A barrage of spears burst from the white puddles practically covering the entire stretch of subway tunnel. They were aimed perfectly at Accelerator and Mugino. Dodging was a difficult prospect. Even if they could, nothing would follow after that. Kakine reigned dominant, having gained the ultimate nature of creation, with time, resources, stamina, and overwhelming numbers on his side. While Accelerator and Mugino had explosive destructive power, it was the type unleashed in a momentary burst. This was an extremely bad matchup for them both.


      At some point, they would hit their limits. At some point, they would be cornered. At some point, Kakine would kill them.


      Kakine didn’t need to care where or when that point was. Instead, he could just go on and on, waiting for that point’s inevitable arrival. He would get his wish eventually, without having to worry about his own resources; he could just wait until victory fell into his lap. It was extravagance in the ultimate. Slothful in the ultimate. Sacrilege in the ultimate. It was the phrase sit and wait amplified to the point of humanity’s extinction—and Number Two had already acquired it.


      Perhaps.


      Perhaps, in the long course of history, this was where the people’s unconscious fear of Fräulein Kreutune sprang from.


      Leaving aside whether she could actually do that…


      …and leaving aside whether she would want to do that…


      …maybe Fräulein Kreutune really could have done that.


      With only “that,” maybe she could have ground down the morals of people who had once been able to smile tenderly. To gouge them out. To steal them. To paint over them. Maybe “that” was simply that terrifying.


      As if to say that…


      …if she sprouted even once, then no matter how many billions stood against her, they would never be a match for her as a loose collection of individuals.


      Someone else had realized that with another method.


      Teitoku Kakine.


      His evil-filled spears, with their malice-sharpened tips, were innumerable, filling the area as they swooped down on their targets. He could achieve a safe and certain victory by attacking forever and waiting for his opponents to die.


      “What was it all for? In the end, what was any of it for? All this stuff about Number One, Number Two, Number Three, Number Four, Number Five, Number Six, Number Seven…it’s absurd. But I guess being outside the realm of the countable gives you a different perspective. Academy City’s society really is profoundly limited.”


      Whether Number One or Number Four.


      No matter how much talent you had. No matter how much work you put in to improve it.


      “Winning doesn’t always work totally in your favor. And I’m disappointed. Disappointed in how low the walls for me to overcome really are. That’s something I learned in the process of killing you, insects.”


      This series of simple actions knocked the delicate structure of human civilization to the ground, washing it away.


      Or at least, it should have.


      Krrrrk!!!


      All of a sudden, the massive system known as Teitoku Kakine ground to a halt.


      “?” Confusion crossed the face of the very individual in question—Teitoku Kakine.


      His swarm of spears had stopped dead, right in front of Accelerator and Mugino.


      Mugino arched a brow, then spoke. “…Hey. What’s going on here? You’re okay with us mashing you into dust? Actually, don’t answer that. You’re about to be ashes anyway.”


      “What…?” Academy City’s number two monster mumbled, seemingly without meaning to.


      No. He could no longer even move his lips more than a tremble.


      “The…transmission rate…? The material quality, the information…system…the shape of the signals… None of it has changed. None of it has changed, and yet…”


      “……”


      Only Accelerator was silent. Only Number One, who had continued manipulating every vector he could find in order to attack the unique system known as Teitoku Kakine from within.


      If anyone would know what happened, it would be him.


      “No changes. There…were no changes. What…happened? Sure, you may have been able to interfere with Dark Matter’s internal connections. You might have been able to reverse the signals. But you shouldn’t have been able to go beyond individual blocks. And yet… What…what did you do?!”


      “Ah. I get it.”


      At last…


      …Accelerator spoke. He didn’t sound like he cared much.


      “It’s part of, uh, eternity? Those infinite possibilities or whatever. Yeah. Yeah, I get it… Heh-heh. That makes sense. I doubted a fragment like that would come from inside you, but we’re talking infinite possibilities here. Maybe one of them got mixed into the network you call your ‘self.’”


      “I… What are you…? What are you talking about?!”


      “It wasn’t me,” answered Accelerator as though it were simple.


      The answer.


      The simplest statement of all.


      “Seems to me like you’re the one who stopped you.”


      Meanwhile.


      “Nyaa. What on earth is the matter?”


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05, Last Order, and Fremea were standing near the multilevel overpass as the fierce battles raged, waiting for a chance to approach.


      However…


      …Rhinoceros Beetle 05 was nevertheless unable to answer Fremea.


      Its mind had converged on its image of Teitoku Kakine, which only it could see.


      “…I…see…”


      “Yeah.”


      “So that’s…how it was…”


      “Right. So. What will you do?”


      Creeeeak.


      His thick, hornlike main cannon began to slowly writhe. Its aim wavered. Teitoku Kakine, the master, had commanded Rhinoceros Beetle 05, the slave. He had commanded it to swiftly kill the two girls right next to it.


      The only way to fundamentally evade the kill command was for Rhinoceros Beetle 05 to acquire a personality other than Teitoku Kakine.


      But as a mere slave, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 would fully collapse the moment it lost Kakine’s support.


      Therefore, Rhinoceros Beetle 05 couldn’t disobey the kill command.


      It was official. It was strong. It was absolute.


      However.


      “…I never needed to become anyone other than Teitoku Kakine.”


      “Wh…what?”


      “I never even needed to consider gaining a new personality.”


      “Wait a minute. This isn’t part of Teitoku Kakine’s preset!”


      Krrrrk. There was the sound of cracks forming.


      The red lights in the machine’s eyes began to blink irregularly like a lamp with a loose connection.


      “I…”


      Zkkk! Grrrk!!! The cracks had finally spread to its exterior, plain for all to see.


      As if to say that this was the price it had to pay for trying to resist.


      But it didn’t stop.


      Rhinoceros Beetle 05 didn’t stop talking.


      “I…am…!!!”


      And then suddenly.


      Fwip. The red light in Rhinoceros Beetle 05’s eyes went out.


      It had stopped functioning.


      That’s how it looked.


      But that was wrong.


      “…My…name is…”


      A moment later, they lit back up. Not red but green. Not the color indicating an error but a vivid green that declared now it was functioning properly.


      “…Teitoku Kakine. Academy City’s second-ranking Level Five esper. Wielder of Dark Matter.”


      Perhaps someone would have referred to it as blossoming.


      The cracks shot through Rhinoceros Beetle 05 from the inside. Without pause, the machine shattered. And then, out from the shards and shining particles, came…


      …with a green light in his eyes…


      …a young man in white.


      There was a soft cracking sound.


      In the subway tunnel, its entirety dominated by Kakine. In his handsome features—more precisely, at the corners of his mouth—small cracks had formed.


      “You… Don’t…look down on me…”


      He groaned.


      He spoke.


      It was the only thing he could do now, but nevertheless. Ownership of the giant system known as Teitoku Kakine was transferring to another, but nevertheless—he shook off even those limitations as he who used to be him shouted with all his strength.


      His willpower was strong.


      Perhaps that was, for better or worse, one of the factors behind him climbing to the number two spot.


      Pop!!! His clean-cut mouth ripped wide across his face, forming a giant O like a cheap toy as it opened and closed.


      “Don’t look down on meeeeeeeeeee!!! This… This is… This is mine. I am me!!! I thought… I thought Dark Matter was produced from my brain. From my personal reality. I nurtured this power. I made it my own. So why…? Why does it rebel?!”


      “Doesn’t matter who started it at this point,” said Accelerator in a singsong voice. “It’s not about where your live organs are connected now. A creature like you, one that’s obtained endless possibilities or whatever—well, you did. You went far beyond.”


      “Ngh!!!”


      He who was once Kakine’s throat twitched, tensing.


      Mugino relaxed her shoulders, finally understanding the situation. “Hah. So that’s what happened. Guess being too high spec is also a problem, eh, Number Two? When you’ve got a network of machines that are flexible enough to switch out with one another, then even if one part gets isolated, it’ll create its own smaller independent network in isolation. And you’ve got the power to compensate for missing parts of your body on par with a planarian. Meaning…”
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      “…That the one who stopped you was also Teitoku Kakine—or perhaps that one is the real one.”


      Accelerator didn’t smile for that part.


      It was out of respect for someone whose face he’d never seen and was not currently here.


      “There’s bound to be all sorts of stuff in that big ball of Teitoku Kakine. Stuff you can’t normally see because of the density of the whole. But now that the network’s been cut off, all that invisible shit came to the surface. Kinda like when you scoop the syrup out of the bottom of an iced coffee.”


      “Your cowardice, your short-temperedness, your vanity…and your kindness. And to think, of all the Number Twos, this was the one that took complete control.”


      His desire to protect had defeated his desire to kill.


      His desire to create had defeated his desire to destroy.


      His desire to stop the fighting had defeated his desire to continue it.


      “Let me correct myself.”


      Accelerator straight up admitted it.


      An uncharacteristic move for him.


      “Dark Matter is the number two esper ability in Academy City. And it’s really something else. It’s so good that it’s wasted on the likes of you. It’s clearly beyond your ability to control.”


      “Ah, agh…”


      “Actually,” said Mugino, cocking her head. “Is there even any proof that this guy was the core from the start? Number Two’s mind was scattered all over the system. I bet he’s just the one who happened to be closest to the surface-level Teitoku Kakine. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that what came to the surface is the true essence of Teitoku Kakine. I feel like from the very beginning, we’ve just been wailing on his outermost layer. Though he did put up one hell of a fight. Number Two really isn’t to be messed with—oh, but don’t misunderstand me. I’m not accepting you here or anything. I’m only acknowledging someone else.”


      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!!! A​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!!”


      Every time he who was once Kakine tried to move, more hairline fractures appeared. He wanted to kill Accelerator and Mugino even through that, no matter what it cost. To shut them up. To look away from the inconvenient truth as quickly as he could.


      But his recklessness bore no fruit.


      Maybe it was because the strength to plunge through that had been taken from him. Or maybe possessing that kind of strength at all, even for a moment, had been a mistake.


      Crrrick!!! There was a shrill noise.


      And it crossed the point of no return.


      Just as they realized some of the spears had broken, the destruction continued to ripple from one to the next. Everything that had comprised what was once Kakine loudly collapsed. Like a child growing into an adult and like an adult maturing into a parent, the giant system eliminated the unripe parts while leaving the core of the personality, refining itself even further.


      “I’m…I’m dis-dis-disappearing? I—I am…Academy City’s number two… No, I thought I had surpassed even that framework, but this, this is so absurd…”


      “I doubt any proof of your existence will be left behind,” whispered Accelerator.


      Twitch. The individual who was still in the process of collapsing shuddered.


      “They can get all the data they want on Teitoku Kakine. But none of it will refer to you.”


      They were words.


      Words for the dead as they passed on from this world and words for those who were still alive.


      “But don’t worry.”


      “Wait… No, wait…”


      He who was once Kakine was helpless in his final moments.


      And in those moments, he suddenly remembered something.


      He remembered the Rhinoceros Beetle 05 suddenly acting irregularly and breaking from the control system in the subway tunnel.


      He doubted that thing had possessed anything special. He hadn’t programmed it to. The issue was who he was present with.


      The girl in the pink tracksuit.


      Rikou Takitsubo.


      A Level Four esper who could track AIM diffusion fields—and one with the hidden potential to interfere in the fields of others and distort their personal realities.


      That was how Teitoku Kakine himself had once seen her, wasn’t it?


      That she might become the eighth Level Five?


      In which case…


      …that which had “spurred” the stark-white Rhinoceros Beetle 05, whether consciously or unconsciously, was…


      “A​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!! I… You! Y​o​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​u​!!!”


      The number one monster ignored the sudden wailing outburst.


      He wrapped things up.


      “If you want proof that you existed in this world, then I’ll be the scar you left behind.”


      Boooooom!!!!!!


      The entire underground tunnel rattled hard enough that it threatened to destroy the foundation.


      Accelerator’s five fingers pierced the center of the thing that was somehow still retaining its form, this time shattering it for good.


      Accelerator put a hand to his neck.


      Flipping the switch on his choker electrode, he brought his ability offline again.


      Supported by his crutch with a modern design, Number One looked around. Without anyone left to command it, the Dark Matter melted away into the air without a trace.


      “…Guess it’s over.”


      “What is?” Mugino shrugged.


      In a voice…


      …that seemed to see this entire fight as just part of the scenery on the way to a destination.


      “We’ve got a ways to go. All the more so because we’ve killed.”
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      Kamijou forced his aching body to ready its right fist.


      He was up against Leivinia Birdway.


      The sorcerer wielded a symbolic weapon that could assume a variety of forms, all of them lethal, using either fire, water, wind, or earth. And she could hit him with raw power that lacked elemental affinity, too—her super-quick summoned explosions.


      She had a myriad of attacks at her disposal, and each one of them was destructive in the extreme.


      Among the past incidents Kamijou had been involved with, she had once even brought an entire sorcerer’s society to its knees using only those summoned explosions—not even her main weapon.


      However…


      On the other hand…


      …I don’t think her secret is how powerful she is.


      Kamijou didn’t know much about sorcery, but he’d picked up a few things over so many battles.


      Yes, there were sorcerers who could come at you with massive, unrestricted power right from the start. Saints, for example. Or the second princess of England, who wielded the Curtana Original, the sword of royal succession. Or Fiamma of the Right, who contained the power to save the world within him. They were the sort of people who could simply go all out in a fair fight and win. Strictly speaking, it may have cost them something, but they could keep launching such overwhelming attacks, over and over, that you couldn’t see the minor differences in their performance. Those kinds of people.


      But he hadn’t heard anything about Birdway being like that.


      He knew she was the boss of a really big sorcerer’s society, but he was also aware of a field of sorcery where people used technique to compensate for what they lacked in raw magical talent. If a bunch of people came together who had been honest about admitting that fact, and their leader was Birdway, then…


      …It’s the other way around. Her intrinsic abilities are just average… Or rather, unless you’re gonna reach a crazy level like saints or the Curtana or whatever, there’s not much point in raising your base power level. I’m pretty sure that’s how groups of sorcerers think.


      Which then raised the opposite question.


      If she was of average strength, then there had to be a reason why her results towered like they did.


      The answer he came up with was a very simple one.


      Tricks.


      One word.


      This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill equivalent conversion, where one unit of energy led to one unit of results.


      Instead, she used insane tricks, like a financial transaction genius, to make one into a thousand or even ten thousand.


      Did you give your soldiers copper swords and shields and have them charge? Or did you make them use screens to launch a shower of precision GPS-guided missiles at the enemy? It was the same number of people, but the technology underpinning the latter option would easily and brutally wrench open the difference in strength. And since sorcerers always spoke of their powers with intelligence, too, that had to be how they determined their hierarchy.


      Adding to that the prime example:


      Index, the library of 103,000 grimoires, was the most feared among them.


      Then what’s the equivalent for Birdway? If I can ruin her ability to use tricks, that should stop her from using attacks I have no chance of beating… First thing that comes to mind is that shape-shifting symbolic weapon of hers. But is it really that simple? Birdway would need to have complete trust in her methods—they’re what she used this entire time to fight against the rest of the world. There’s no way I’m believing for a second that she managed to make it all into a minimalistic handheld system.


      “What’s wrong?”


      The symbolic weapon in Birdway’s hand changed shape.


      This time into a sword.


      “Finally willing to take this seriously and kill me? Then come at me. Otherwise, I’ll come to you.”


      She didn’t give him any time to answer, though.


      She moved.


      She attacked.


      And her first strike was a wind sword, meant to take off his right arm at the shoulder.


      Seeing the blade dig into the asphalt of the road, Kamijou—instead of blowing it away with his right hand—twisted to avoid it like someone would do to get to the door of a packed train car. Then he took a step in, instantly accelerating toward Birdway.


      …That sorcerer named Stiyl Magnus amplified the spells he cast by placing rune cards all over the battlefield.


      Birdway had already changed her weapon from a sword to a staff.


      She held it parallel to the ground, then twirled it. As soon as it completed a revolution, a circular flame burst into existence along its path. Immediately, it expanded into a wall of scorching-hot fire and pressed in at Kamijou.


      …Ouma Yamisaka created an area for his ritual by using a rope barrier. Sherry Cromwell used a bunch of patterns to bring down the underground mall. Biagio Busoni prepared an entire fleet of ships to destroy Academy City.


      By the time he’d neutralized the surface of flame with his right hand, Birdway’s staff had already become a cup. A giant tree made of water rose up all around her, and from its branches leaped daggers that rained down, pelting the entire area.


      …There must be something. Something making these crazy attacks work! I don’t know if it’s numbers or scope or what, but Birdway definitely has something supporting it!!!


      Kamijou erased one of the daggers hurtling toward him with his right hand, and its fragments struck the other daggers near it, knocking them off course.


      Now that he had gotten to safety, he could finally get in close enough to Birdway to reach her.


      He still didn’t have an answer.


      But if he was going to aim his fist at anything, it would be…


      “Damn it! Gotta be that symbolic weapon!!!”


      “Thought so.”


      Wham!!!


      Kamijou’s fist flew straight at her weapon, but with a dull blow, Birdway knocked it to the side.


      From cup to sword.


      She’d used her new wind blade not to slice his body but to ram into his fist.


      Just as Kamijou had used the fact that her attack was so powerful that he couldn’t erase it completely against her, she had now exploited this fact against him.


      And by slamming a powerful sorcery into his right hand, Birdway had successfully interfered with its trajectory.


      Not…good…


      A shudder went down Kamijou’s spine.


      For a moment, his reliable right fist was rendered ineffectual. He’d already stepped so close to her—close enough that she could reach him, too. No matter what spell or attack she used, at this range, it would land a clean hit on him.


      And Birdway didn’t hesitate.


      “Naive until the end. Naive enough to think your naïveté will work on others!”


      The sword swung down…


      …from overhead.


      Along its path, the long blade of wind rushed toward Kamijou.


      Boom!!!!!!


      And then it passed right by Kamijou as he practically fell to the side in an evasive maneuver.


      …What the…?


      He was still alive. But his mind filled with more confusion than relief.


      Perhaps having designated anything outside his fist’s range as a safe area, Birdway took a few steps back. Meanwhile, appearing to have used some sort of spell at the same time, she set off several sheer white summoned explosions all around Kamijou as he fell to the ground.


      He stopped them with his right hand, diverting the explosions’ energy to other explosions, effectively canceling them out as he desperately scraped together a safe zone for himself. Meanwhile, his mind accelerated, assembling the pieces of the puzzle.


      I didn’t avoid that because of any talent on my part. It’s because Birdway used an attack I’ve already seen. But why? She can make her spells shift into just about anything she wants. She must have a ton of attacks that I haven’t seen yet. I wouldn’t have been able to deal with those. One of them would have eaten me alive!!!


      Then came the wall of flame, then another barrage of stone knives. Kamijou got up, using his right hand to deal with each of them. That seemed unfortunate for Birdway.


      It all came down to one thing.


      It’s not that she chose not to. She just had no other choice!


      “…I figured it out.”


      Kreeee!!! A shrill noise pierced the air.


      It was the sound of Kamijou whipping around his right hand horizontally and shattering the stone knives.


      He wasn’t just dealing with all the spells flying at him on the spur of the moment. This time, it was no coincidence—it was certainty.


      “I can’t exactly prove if you can do it or not. But I figured it out. Birdway, I think this is your core. This is what caused you to change into someone extraordinary.”


      “And now you’re prattling on? Amateur.”


      “Ultimately, it was numbers that made you special all along. Just like the rune cards Stiyl uses.”


      Kamijou faultlessly knocked away another wind sword.


      “Every time, you use the same movements to cast the same spells. That’s the answer. You’ve been doing the same thing over and over for a long time, and it’s built up. Your motions are perfectly efficient. And it’s the movements themselves that become a magical symbol to support you! The you from a year ago, the you from a month ago, the you from a week ago, the you from a day ago, the you from an hour ago—those are your symbols!!!”


      That said, he doubted every sorcerer would be able to pull this off.


      The level of “sameness” in her case was far different.


      It was like copying your handwriting from the past and replicating it perfectly. Her technique drew out overwhelming results by fitting herself into the perfect framework and going along an established course, no matter how cramped or disadvantageous that course was.


      That accumulation was what made her strong.


      It was the ultimate form of something everyone understood the concept of, raised all the way to the point of an actual, physical phenomenon.


      She was the paragon of all those who tried to obtain the power to confront the world by honing their techniques and increasing their skill level.


      “…I always knew you were amazing, but this is something else. The way you hide it? Incredible. You put on a cool face, coldly scorn the entire world, but you’re the most passionate and most hardworking person out there. The hardest worker I’ve ever seen, I think. You’re literally a ray of hope that tells people hard work will eventually be rewarded.”


      She had a different way of doing things from Kamijou, who spoke and listened, who pitted ideal against ideal.


      Birdway never spoke of the obvious—but she personally pointed out the shape of success: the fact that people could do this much on their own. Her way of doing things had drawn everyone else to her and placed her at their head, without anyone voicing a complaint about her leading such a big sorcerer’s society.


      However.


      That only means, all the more so, that…


      “You really think that?”


      Birdway changed her symbolic weapon from a sword to a staff, then lazily pointed its tip at Kamijou.


      “Are you saying my techniques are that easy to understand? Me? The leader of the United Kingdom’s greatest sorcerer’s society, Dawn-Colored Sunlight?! The one searching for something new, whether it’s science or sorcery?!”


      Snap!!! A flash of light broke out.


      A summoned explosion.


      And it proved how nonstandard Birdway was—rather than relying on a strict process for a spell or ritual, she’d basically improvised an incredibly quick optimization.


      However…


      “This is just another part of it. Improvisation, ad-libbing, something you do on the side, a live version of an encore for a freestyle performance… That’s what you make this look like. But even this is a calculated action that you’ve followed a strict process for countless times over. You just change it up to hide the fact that you can only use a specific, predetermined spell with fire, water, wind, or earth!!! You could probably devise new spells, but then you would have to do all that repetition from the very beginning again! You wouldn’t be able to use those new spells right away in an actual fight!!!”


      He had seen through her.


      With just his right hand, he dealt with her.


      He could oppose the same attacks in the same manner.


      Just like a single species of invasive insect annihilating vast farmlands of selectively bred crops.


      “That goes for the real knife hidden in the stone knifes. And it goes for the flintlock gun you pulled from behind you! You were betraying my expectations. You wanted to make me believe you were out of my league! You wanted everything to keep changing so constantly that I assumed there was no point in taking stock of your moves!”


      He didn’t tremble.


      For he wasn’t afraid.


      He’d found a thread leading to victory.


      And his conviction fueled his tightly curled fist more than it ever had before.


      “How many cards do you have in your hand, Birdway?”


      “What would you do with the answer?”


      “Five? Ten? Fifteen? Twenty? Doesn’t matter, because it’ll turn out the same way. You won’t be constantly changing. You’ll still be limited. I doubt what I’ve seen is everything you have, but it won’t be long until I figure out a way to deal with everything else up your sleeve.”


      “Then you’ll take that misunderstanding to your grave.”


      Boom!!! A loud noise rang out.


      It was the sound of Kamijou propelling himself across the road and dashing full steam ahead at Birdway.


      Even she wouldn’t back away at this point. She intercepted.


      …It won’t work, Birdway.


      Tempests of water daggers pelted him. Walls of flame blocked his way. Swords made of wind tried to slice him apart and the entire space they existed in along with it. Summoned explosions burst, plugging the gaps between attacks. A whirling steel blade reminiscent of a giant mechanical fan followed and then a lightning attack bouncing around like a pinball. Kamijou hadn’t seen these spells before, but they didn’t bring him to bay. He found ways to deal with them. And the more cards Birdway played in her limited hand, the more he brought her to bay.


      If you’re really the person I believe you are… If you love hard work more than anyone… If you put in more time and effort than anyone, and you never even tried to go for my gunshot wound, which you could have aimed for at any time… If you’re enough of a person to charm those supporting such a large organization without using words, through your actions alone…


      He canceled out so many spells, he deflected so much sorcery, he used so many of her attacks against her.


      And he ran. Kamijou ran straight forward.


      His view opened up.


      This time, he actually made it close enough to Birdway.


      “You’re the one who taught them that hard work could bring them to the top!!! And you want to wring Fräulein Kreutune of everything she has?! That’s the dumbest possible answer you could have come up with—and you know it!!!”


      His weapon had but one limitation.


      But it would always reach for what it couldn’t, touch that which others called impossible, and grasp the things that weren’t there.


      His hand, ever-changing, all five of his fingers, formed a shape.


      The shape of a fist.


      And a moment later.


      Touma Kamijou and Leivinia Birdway crossed blows.


      And the conclusion was clear for all to see.
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      “…?”


      On the highest layer of the multilevel overpass, on the arterial road that was barely even a road at this point, Mikoto frowned.


      Brunhild Eichtbel, who wielded monstrous power, had suddenly stopped moving. Despite her large steel blade having been powerfully magnetized by a high-tension current and despite the swarm of iron objects clinging to her, the woman had shown her raw power by continuing to wield her weapon weighing several tons. But now her blade had stopped dead.


      She had turned away from Mikoto and directed her gaze elsewhere, even though they were in the middle of a fight.


      The silence was heart pounding. Brunhild wasn’t vulnerable so much as a bomb that hadn’t gone off when the timer reached zero. Sensing something that made her hesitant to carelessly attack, Mikoto ventured to speak to Brunhild, despite the situation.


      “Something wrong?”


      “It looks like one of the matches has been decided,” responded Brunhild, almost to herself. “Should I continue this fight? Should I immediately provide support? Should I judge us to be at a disadvantage and withdraw? I’m not sure what to do here.”


      One layer below, in the sports arena–like area, the thunder god Thor and the saint Sylvia had also stopped to look off somewhere else. However, they didn’t look confused—in fact, they looked as though they were entertained by a surprise upset.


      “So. What now?” asked Sylvia first, her tone implying she was only vaguely worried, like about the possibility of her laundry drying on an overcast day. “I knew this was necessary work, but I was never really in favor of it. And it certainly looks like we’ve just gotten the justification to abandon the task. Hmm. What now?”


      “If you two saints stir the pot, I’m sure you’ll get somewhere,” suggested Thor.


      “No,” answered Sylvia simply—even though she had no actual need to give an earnest response. “If we want to rob Fräulein Kreutune of her power, we only need to use a spell that essentially puts a tiny grain of sand in the pure water of her unique behavior. Unfortunately, that happens to be Birdway’s specialty, not ours. She doesn’t completely trust us; she never shared the technique. If she goes down, it’s all over.”


      This wasn’t simply a situation where they could continue the mission if they recaptured Birdway.


      If she, the only one who could use the spell, lost her will to fight, then they could do nothing else.


      That was what she implied.


      What Sylvia meant.


      She collapsed the long ropes she had been wielding into a single spot, then scratched her head in mild irritation.


      “Hell. I told her so. I told her that this was the one time they were in the right. If she would have listened, we would’ve been able to really have it out without a single worry in the world.”


      Thor grinned at that.


      “…Not too late, if you ask me.”


      “Fool,” spat Sylvia immediately, though she sounded frustrated with herself. “I’m not like you. I wear a fetter—a comfortable one but a fetter nonetheless. One linked to a man who very nearly reached the territory of magic gods but who is actually a lazy, worrisome crybaby.”


      “Even so, I envy you that,” said Thor bluntly. He shrugged in a way that seemed unintentional but kept himself earnest, at least for the moment. “I’ve survived this long using every fiber of my strength, but I still couldn’t find him. That’s why I’m standing here in the first place.”


      The action the pair of them took was a simple one.


      They just took one step away from each other.


      With just that, the complex weave of battle lost its timing. It was as though they were intentionally moving their chess pieces from the checkmate position to a meaningless point on the board—an indication of disarmament.


      And that was indeed a sense that only those who had achieved mastery over their art could feel.


      They had each expressed that to the other, despite being enemies, and they had acknowledged the other’s strength.


      “We’re pulling out now,” said Sylvia with a smile to someone who was no longer her enemy. “But be careful. From what I’ve heard, Fräulein Kreutune really is a monster—no matter how you all try to think about her. A lion who has been in a zoo for a long time will still bare its fangs at its keeper at a moment’s notice. The beast may not mean to, but its animal instincts and conditioned reflexes will still win out over what it’s learned to be safe through its individual attachments or experiences… Things are most dangerous the moment a person thinks that everything fits into their own framework. The keeper will get hurt, even killed, if they so much as try to coax the beast into eating or playing—even if the animal doesn’t have any malice or hostility.”


      “I know that,” answered Thor quietly, indicating his understanding of Sylvia’s concerns, then continuing. “But we’re the ones who don’t like how they’ve locked her in a cage and called her a beast. And we’re dumb enough to be willing to risk our lives for a bit to see that rectified. Nothing changes here—we’re going to save Fräulein Kreutune. That’s our answer.”
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      And then.


      Waiting near the multilevel overpass for a chance to approach Fräulein Kreutune, the white beetle—or rather, Teitoku Kakine opened his mouth and said this.


      “They seem to be finished.”


      “Then let’s go!!! Let’s save our friend!!! Nyaa, nyaa!!!”


      “Yeah, agrees Misaka agrees Misaka and stuff.”


      But he had his own concerns.


      “…The fighting on the multilevel overpass has ended, but the threat posed by Fräulein Kreutune is still unchanged. Do you really still wish to go?”


      Right now, Fräulein Kreutune was a creature attempting to prepare for its “emergence” by devouring a certain girl’s brain to take control of a vast information network. No amount of romanticizing would change the facts, and there was no way to distort the truth of her “function.”


      Surely there were some people among lovers of strange and unusual pets who would raise a venomous snake and let it coil around them. Surely there were others who would live alongside a savage beast and ride on its back.


      But human rules didn’t apply in those situations.


      Only amid animal rules could such recklessness actually work. The moment an owner took a single step outside that framework, the savage beast would bite them to death without hesitation, and the venomous snake would sink its fangs into their arm.


      They could say they made peace.


      They could say they were friends again.


      They could say that everything would be all right now.


      …But such words didn’t have the power to stop her function. No matter how much prior experience she had, now that Fräulein Kreutune’s own personal rules were in effect, it was possible that she would attack anyway, abandoning everything. A simple fact, stemming not from her personal conscience but from being a creature that had gained such a function. That made her incredibly tough—beyond anyone’s ability to handle. Or perhaps it was more appropriate to say that even if someone could handle her, it would change nothing.


      If you threw the venomous snake or savage beast that had attacked a person in jail, would they be sorry for what they did? Even if they felt regret, wouldn’t they still end up attacking someone again based on the behavior and conditioned reflexes of their species?


      That was the cause of his concern.


      Was there any point in going through with this?


      Even if they gave it meaning, even if they accomplished some small miracle…they were nothing but a small boat in stormy seas. Would that even lead to a position of safety?


      “It’ll be okay.” That was when Last Order answered him. “…I think she’s like you and me—uncertain, not sure who she is, and unsure of where to go. It’s just hard to tell that with the way she is, says Misaka says Misaka, making a speculation. But that’s exactly why someone has to teach her that stuff and tell her it’s okay to be here, says Misaka says Misaka in conclusion.”


      “Anyway, what do you mean uncertain and unsure?!”


      Fremea raised her voice, surely understanding nothing about this technical topic. And yet her next words got straight to the heart of the matter.


      “She’s a member of the Hamazura Group, and she’s our friend! Nyaa!!! There’s no uncertainty about that. She just has to realize it!!!”


      The being who had become Teitoku Kakine and the command tower called Last Order fell silent for a moment.


      Having someone here to simply acknowledge her as a friend, without worrying about loss or gain, like it was the most natural thing in the world—they felt as though that held some sort of great significance.


      And it was enough for “Teitoku Kakine” to strengthen his resolve.


      He made up his mind.


      “Then let’s go and save your friend.”


      “Nyaa! You mean our friend!”


      Kakine got in front of Last Order and Fremea, deciding to advance carefully.


      Meanwhile, Last Order took out her phone.


      “Anyway, what are you even doing?”


      “Telling her we’re on our way, answers Misaka answers Misaka. The crime-prevention beeper we gave her should be able to receive messages, says Misaka says Misaka with a quick thumbs-up.”
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      As Fräulein Kreutune leaned against a handrail in the sports arena–like portion of the multilevel overpass, she noticed a change. Something in her clothes had begun to vibrate.


      She took it out and found a small egg-shaped device.


      Proof that she’d received something from a friend.


      “……”


      The screen displayed a single short sentence.


      And yet there was a warmth to the few words there. They were filled with something that had never existed in Fräulein Kreutune’s long…too-long existence.


      Slightly…


      Very slightly…


      …her lips moved.


      Perhaps this was out of character for her, given the rest of her life. But even if it was a meaningless gesture born of simple thoughts, of trying to mimic others to find the path of least resistance, it still might have come from a different place entirely, this movement of her facial muscles.


      “…Thank you,” she said.


      The words came naturally to her.


      “Thank you. So much.”


      She reaffirmed her grip on the small egg-shaped piece of plastic.


      She tightened her grip.


      Looking down, she spoke again.


      She spoke decisive words.


      “…But I still can’t stop myself from consuming you…!!!”


      And then a short while later.


      The time finally came.


      It was so helplessly simple.


      And its simplicity was the flower of absolute despair, blooming into an ending that was utterly impossible to change.
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      After defeating Teitoku Kakine…or perhaps more accurately, the being who used to be Teitoku Kakine—or perhaps even more accurately, one part of his surface layer—in any case, after defeating that person who wielded Dark Matter, Accelerator and Shizuri Mugino climbed the stairs out of the subway tunnel and headed for the aboveground portion of the multilevel overpass.


      “And now you’re going to get involved with this Fräulein whoever?”


      “Not interested. But one of mine apparently doesn’t want her to bite the dust. I tried to kill her, but she got in my way and stopped me.”


      “I’m not interested, either. And it’s not like saving the kid is gonna affect someone I killed. What to do, what to do?”


      As they talked, they emerged into the sunlight.


      The sounds and tremors of battle had stopped. A conclusion must have been reached, and the pair had every intent to press on, even if it meant stamping out whatever still smoldered.


      And then it happened.


      Accelerator, taking a quick look around, saw something that he couldn’t overlook.


      He did a double take.


      It was a tall, white shadow.


      “…Hey,” said Mugino in the tone of voice of someone looking at something creepy. “What’s that?”


      One layer higher than the surface was an irregular overpass that was very wide, like a sporting arena, that connected to a bunch of bus stops in a huge bus terminal. On it was an individual with silver hair, long enough to cover the face, and a dress-like outfit made of sheer white fabric. Accelerator had seen her before. He’d lightly warded her off when she’d tried to attack Last Order before.


      That much, at least, was fine.


      The problem was…


      …how dirty she was, standing there, eyes downcast, back hunched.


      Her hands. Her chest.


      And her mouth and teeth.


      They were covered in a substance that was closer to pink than bright red. It was soft and spongy, not exactly flesh. There were viscous crunches and scrunches as Fräulein Kreutune’s jaws moved. She had gotten her teeth into something, chewed it, and now her throat bobbed as she swallowed.


      “What…the hell?”


      Even Mugino, who was more familiar with death than most others, was dumbfounded.


      Accelerator couldn’t give her an answer.


      Some kind of buzzing had started in a corner of his head. In a flash, it exploded, swallowing the rest of his nervous system.


      He couldn’t move.


      Which meant he couldn’t stop Number Four from talking.


      “From what I can tell…that looks like a human brain.”


      Who had Fräulein Kreutune been after this entire time?


      Had her previous actions been in pursuit of this goal?


      And now.


      What…exactly was it…that she…was consuming?


      What hap…pened…to…th…eki…d?


      “Agh, ah…”


      Abruptly, something exceeded capacity. Something he’d built up for so long crumbled like a rockslide to a single attack. Inside Accelerator, everything changed to red.


      “R​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!!!!!”


      There was an explosion.


      Accelerator wasn’t even aware that his hand had gone for his electrode choker.


      He planted his feet firmly on the ground, and by controlling its vector, sent himself flying straight upward. By the time he’d climbed a level up to the sports arena–like place, he already felt something squirming at his back. It was probably the wings. They could be either black or white, but it would only be one second before they erupted from him, dyed in something more grotesque than anyone had ever seen, he thought.


      Just one second.


      He doubted he would wait longer than that.


      The moment Number One’s red eyes locked on his target, his arms had already begun to prepare to take a life.


      However.


      “Wait!!! says Misaka says Misaka, quickly stopping you to protect her friend!!!”


      Accelerator came face-to-face with an incomprehensible phenomenon.


      Someone’s brains were being chewed and swallowed. But he turned his head and saw a familiar girl there. And naturally, she didn’t seem to be bleeding anywhere.


      A question came to his confused mind.


      If Last Order was okay, then who was Fräulein Kreutune consuming?
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      Meanwhile.


      Before the battle at the multilevel overpass, there had been a “dialogue.”


      It had all started with Mikoto Misaka, who had been put up to this by the thunder god Thor. He’d gone on, like, “Hey there, Miko. How’ve you been? I’ve got a picture here of your acquaintance Touma Kamijou in the tender loving care of a mysterious and very young blond girl, as always. What do you think of that?” After hearing him out, she hadn’t wasted another second marching straight for the spiky-haired boy.


      Pale-blue sparks had danced from her bangs as she spoke. “I can’t believe you’d leave me behind in Hawaii, and no sooner do I finally see you again than you’re groping boobs and flirting with girls, and I can’t believe you wouldn’t even give me any explanation or even an apology before just doing whatever you wanted!!!”


      She followed up her tirade by hurling a lightning spear at him. Kamijou fell to the side.


      The blond-haired, blue-eyed girl standing next to him shook her head and said something in French.


      “…Life comes and goes with such suddenness. Maybe it really can just end this way. It’s just… I think I have a right to be angry at the powers that be for even letting this coincidence happen. He was my biggest lead for getting back at Gremlin…”


      “What the—?! Kamijou never just flops over like that… Urk?! What the heck?! Did you get shot in the side?! You should have told me that sooner!!!”


      Kamijou twitched around on the road in response to the unreasonable demand but managed to make a request of Mikoto.


      He asked her to interpret Cendrillon’s French for him, as he didn’t understand it.


      Feeling no shortage of guilt as she watched the blood pour out of his side, Mikoto did as he asked, still confused.


      “Umm… What’s that? ‘I was made into a table but was then rebuilt to have all my limbs, but because of that, I can take my body apart and put it back together again however I want?’ H-hey, I’m just the messenger!!! I’m not misinterpreting it. That’s actually what she just said!!!”


      “A-all right, I get it. Yeah. But that’s insane. I know she had to do it to sneak inside the city, but to take herself apart…”


      There seemed to be some odd mutual understanding at play.


      Mikoto couldn’t help but let a shade of envy cross her face…but on the other hand, they were talking about something so violent and savage that she didn’t actually want to know much more than that.


      “And why’d you get smaller?” asked Kamijou.


      “Uhh…” Mikoto interpreted. “I disassembled my body into several food ingredient-level parts to smuggle them inside, but the girl who baked me back together didn’t get all the measurements right in the recipe, so now there’s food left over? ??? Uh, hey, wait, what is she even—?”


      “‘Left over?’”


      Kamijou, who had listened to the whole thing while lying on the ground, frowned at those words.


      And then he shot to his feet suddenly. “You have some flesh ingredients left over?! Ones that you can design almost however you want? They’re on hand, complete with the technician… Wait! That means…”


      “?”


      “Hey, Mikoto! Tell Cendrillon this: I need your help. Fräulein Kreutune has no choice but to eat someone’s brain, right? With those ingredients and your skill, we might be able to save her!!!”


      “Uh, I’m sorry, what?! Cendrillon—that’s who this girl is?! She was the one going crazy in Hawaii, but… What?! She’s clearly way smaller now!!!”


      “Just do it!!!”


      Mikoto explained it to Cendrillon, faltering. The mysterious little shrimp he’d called Cendrillon looked reluctant.


      As the sorcerer replied in French, Mikoto managed to translate into Japanese. “A detour. I doubt that would get me any closer to my goal. I’m tailing Marianne Sringeneier, who tricked me, to take revenge on her. And the extra flesh is still part of my own body. If I use it for something else, I won’t be able to create my old body again.”


      “Huh?” Kamijou said, seemingly without meaning to. “Marianne Sringeneier? I beat her back in Baggage City already.”


      Mikoto basically turned herself into an interpreting assembly line—she had to stay focused on something, because otherwise, she felt like her brain would come out her ears. But suddenly, the shrunken Cendrillon grabbed not Mikoto but Kamijou. She yelled a few things in French that he would never understand, shaking his shoulders and making his head bob back and forth.


      “Grph?! Can you please explain?!”


      “Um, uhh… What do you think you’re doing?! Who gave you permission to take down Marianne?!”


      “Sorry! But I already took care of it, and I can’t change that!!!”


      Cendrillon kept her grip on his collar for a few more moments, but eventually she seemed to conclude that doing this wouldn’t change anything. She heaved a sigh and released him.


      Then she said something very dangerous in French. As far as Mikoto could interpret…


      “…I see. So the target of my revenge is already dead. I suppose I should simply accept that the target of my obsession is now gone.”


      “Hmm? What???”


      Kamijou didn’t think he’d said he’d killed her. He tried to correct himself…then stopped. Sometimes, people were better off being in the dark.


      Cendrillon clicked her tongue in annoyance. “So you saved my life in Baggage City and released me from the chains of vengeance—from the one whose blood I should have spilled instead. Ugh! I have so many debts to pay, and the people I owe are my enemies…”


      “I don’t want to translate this.”


      “Just do it. We’re not getting anywhere,” pleaded Kamijou in desperation as Mikoto threatened to suddenly boycott.


      Eventually, she went back to doing her job.


      “All right. We’ll call it even,” said Cendrillon through Mikoto’s mouth. “What do you want me to do?”


      According to her, Cendrillon had slipped into Academy City from the outside world by pretending to be a package. Since she’d transformed herself into cooking ingredients, she’d been delivered in a cardboard box to someone who regularly bought such things online.


      Researching the process had taken a long time, but Cendrillon had been able to infiltrate an outside company’s product—a feat she wouldn’t have been able to accomplish with an Academy City corporation.


      Kamijou appeared to be trying to use the “leftover ingredients” for some purpose, but as Cendrillon was running down the road to pick them up, she realized something.


      “…Where is that apartment?”


      She’d been brought to the apartment packed inside a cardboard box, meaning she had no idea where it was located. And a stupidly powerful esper, probably one produced by Academy City, had chased her around after she’d left, so Cendrillon hadn’t the time to remember the route.


      Instead, she would have to find someone who knew the way to the apartment where the leftover ingredients were. But that raised another issue…


      Meanwhile, Shiage Hamazura and Rikou Takitsubo had arrived at the multilevel overpass after Shizuri Mugino had mentioned something to them before leaving.


      “…Actually, what happened to that crime-prevention beeper that Fremea gave Fräulein Kreutune? It has a GPS, right? It could pick up the signal.”


      ““…Oh.”” The idiot couple (emphasis on the “idiot”) had both realized it at the same time.


      Mugino’s high-tech prosthetic hand made uncanny creaking noises. “Oh? You forgot about that? So we’ve been walking this whole time, wearing our legs out, and it was all for nothing, hmm? Haaamazuraaa…”


      “Wait! Wait, I’ll do it right now!!! I’ll look up her GPS, so spare me your iron fist! You’ll take my whole jaw off!!!”


      After using GPS to track the crime-prevention beeper, they had come all the way to the multilevel overpass, but…


      “She’s not here.”


      “Actually, isn’t that the strange woman that tackled me before…?”


      The crime-prevention beeper’s GPS pointed to the sheer white woman… Just as Hamazura began to consider the possibility she had stolen it from Fremea, they grew concerned over a battle starting in the area.


      And then there was an unexpected interruption.


      It came from a young girl speaking French.


      “There you are, you stupid moron. Let’s cut to the chase. Show me where the apartment we came from is.”


      “…I must not have enough linguistic ability to translate that. Because it sounds like you’re spouting some real shit right now.”


      Screeching sounds, quiet but disquieting, began to come from Mugino. Was the special makeup on her face unable to keep up with her muscle movements?


      Hamazura looked at her in confusion. “Is she someone you know…? Wait. Where have I seen her before… She’s someone’s little sister, I think…”


      Cendrillon ignored him and continued in French. “My ingredients are back in the apartment. I need them to solve a huge problem happening in the city right now.”


      “Ugh… Whoever attacked me looking like Frenda so late last night must be connected to that. Someone wanted to keep us from solving the problem and tried to get things on track to work for them,” spat Mugino. “But I don’t have all the time in the world, either.”


      Looking sincerely fed up with this, she grabbed Hamazura’s shirt by the back of the collar and casually shoved him toward the shrunken Cendrillon.


      “Either I reduce you to ash or you get this dumb-looking guy to show you the way. The choice is yours.”


      “Hey, wait a second!! What about Fremea?!”


      Hamazura flailed his limbs in midair, but then another voice addressed them.


      And that voice belonged to…


      “I got through,” announced Kikyou Yoshikawa, shaking the cell phone in her hand a little. “My kid and your…who is she again? The blond-haired girl. They’re together, apparently… She says they’re with a rhinoceros beetle, and I’m not sure what that means. Except that they’re safe for now, apparently.”


      “Eh?” said Mugino as she tossed Hamazura at Cendrillon, looking back at Yoshikawa with extreme displeasure. “Why bother telling us that? What do you want us to do?”


      “We can make a deal… Well, maybe saying that is a cowardly move, considering I already gave you the information.”


      Yoshikawa remained calm. She seemed well accustomed to dealing with espers who possessed great power or strange mental compositions. Rikou Takitsubo somehow got the impression she was a scientist.


      “Academy City’s number two Level Five, Teitoku Kakine, is now trying to kill my kid. If they enter combat, there’s an extremely high risk your kid will die right along with her. So. Work with me.”


      “He’s after your kid, isn’t he? Tear Fremea away from them, and he won’t do any harm to us.”


      “Maybe not to you, but I doubt the girl—Fremea, was it—would like that very much.”


      “……”


      “Hey, hey, hey, wait!!! Mugino, wait. It may seem like she’s taking a hostage, but this is actually totally normal. Fremea’s friend is in danger of being killed. What’s wrong with fighting to save her?!”


      “Your definition of normal is anything but.” Mugino gave Hamazura, now in Cendrillon’s care, a hard kick. She continued, sounding unhappy. “And where’s Number Two?”


      “The lowest part of this multilevel overpass—the subway tunnel.”


      “Source?”


      “Why would you need…? Well, it’s definitely going to be a fight. But if you Level Fives are going to rumble, then do it somewhere other people won’t get involved. I’ve got my own problems—Last Order is scheduled to be ‘consumed,’ apparently.”


      Yoshikawa hid all but the relevant information behind a thin smile, but even as the negotiation progressed, she hated what she was doing.


      …I’m still getting students, children, involved in real battles without hesitating—just because they’re “strong.” I’m naive, but I’m certainly not kind.


      And then it happened.


      The mysterious French-speaking girl suddenly spoke up.


      “I don’t care who protects who, but if you want to prevent your kid or whatever from being ‘consumed,’ your only choice is to help me.”


      “…My French must be rusty. Still… ‘Consumed,’ huh…?”


      “Don’t worry. That’s what I heard, too.”


      As Yoshikawa and Mugino exchanged glances, Cendrillon continued, “And there’s more than that. Apparently, if we want to stick to protecting your kid’s ‘friend,’ we’ll have to protect a woman named Fräulein Kreutune, too. She’s the one at the mercy of her instinct to ‘consume…’ And to be honest, everyone involved is a complete stranger. But Touma Kamijou said so, and that’s that.”


      After hearing Mugino’s offhanded interpretation, Hamazura fell silent for a moment.


      …Touma Kamijou. If that name showed up, then at the root was… Well, the same friendly, eager-to-get-involved characteristic that he’d seen in Hawaii before, but that aside…


      Apparently, the crime-prevention beeper had been given to that woman in white.


      But what if she’d stolen it by force?


      They would help Last Order, because she was Fremea’s friend and Fremea would be sad if something happened to her. But what if they applied the same logic to the woman in white?


      “Hamazura?”


      “…Takitsubo, can I be honest here? This is kind of a pain in the ass.” Hamazura unconsciously brought a hand to his forehead. But he didn’t stop there. “But there’s a good reason we can’t overlook it.”


      After hearing Cendrillon’s brief explanation about Fräulein Kreutune’s consumption (though this was also secondhand information to her, apparently), Hamazura, Takitsubo, Mugino, and Yoshikawa all finally thought of the obvious question.


      And that question was…


      “So… We’re already deep in the hole. How are we supposed to stop this Fräulein Kreutune woman?”


      “It’s simple, really,” said Cendrillon casually, pointing to her chest with an index finger. “She wants to eat a specific human’s brain. And I left the ingredients I’ll need to take advantage of that property back in your apartment.”


      Things took a turn.


      Cendrillon headed for the apartment with Hamazura and Takitsubo showing her the way. Mugino undertook the task of destroying Academy City’s number two esper. As for Yoshikawa…


      “Truth is, I’ll have nothing to do if you all start fighting. The data analysis I do can only be performed in test tubes.”


      With that, she had gone with Hamazura’s group to serve as Cendrillon’s French interpreter.


      And.


      When the group got back to their shared apartment suite, Saiai Kinuhata was there cleaning the place.


      “I’m the only one!!! The only one doing the work! I passed the baton to Mugino so she could look into underworld-related stuff. I’m too scrupulous! What the heck am I doing when this school event only comes once a year?!”


      “…Hey, Kinuhata. Why are you whining to yourself in an empty room? Is this a habit of yours?”


      Kinuhata, who had been wailing in stress, stopped dead and slowly turned around. When she spotted Hamazura’s face, she shot straight for him without a word, using a very strange pro-wrestling move to send him to the floor.


      Cendrillon ignored her and headed for the kitchen space. She picked up each of the devices that had been stuffed into the cardboard box.


      “There we go. It’s this.”


      “You can really make a person’s body with this? That’s insane. We might as well expect the New Text on Anatomy’s translator showing up as a ghost to haunt us.”


      Yoshikawa looked dubiously at the items being lined up on the kitchen counter.


      Takitsubo poked Hamazura’s cheek with her finger as he spasmed on the floor, then asked a question. “What should we do?”


      Yoshikawa translated that into French. Cendrillon answered, “Just make this with the amounts of ingredients specified in the recipe… It looks like you knead the leftover ingredients to form the base of the brain fluid. Then you make one portion of paste whose structure highly resembles the specific person the monster is after.”


      “Oh?” said Yoshikawa before translating. “Actually, I’d be best for that. I know a lot about Last Order’s structure.”


      Wielding both Japanese and French, she ran her thumb over her cell phone buttons. She was sending an acquaintance a message about the plan. While it reached Last Order, it didn’t get to Accelerator, who had gone into the underground tunnel.


      “…I don’t get it. Are those Kamijou’s instructions? Have her eat this brain we cook up, and that’ll stop her?” asked Hamazura, his face rather pale.


      Cendrillon denied this. “Not that any of this has to do with me, but we also don’t want the replica to be too perfect, like an emulator. That would just fulfill her operating conditions. The paste can only be a negative of a photograph. Then, using that as a reference, make a second replica using the baking ingredients. What we actually feed her will just be one hundred percent candy, nothing else.”


      With the completed thing stuffed into a clear bag, Hamazura set his sights on the multilevel overpass.


      Next to him, Takitsubo asked, “Do you really think this will work, Hamazura?”


      “Beats me. I think there’s a chance, at least. It’s crazy, but it makes just enough sense to maybe work.”


      The item was creepy if you really looked at it, but there seemed to be no doubt that it held the potential to rescue this Fräulein Kreutune woman and stop Fremea from losing her friend.


      In essence…


      Fräulein Kreutune possessed a function that would force her, no matter what, to consume Last Order’s brain. She wasn’t deciding that for herself; she had just built up a mountain of zeroes and ones that knew neither good nor evil, and they were compelling her to track down her prey.


      So what would happen if Kamijou and company took advantage of that function?


      Cendrillon had identified a brain as her target. What if they made her eat a fake that was extremely similar to that brain but wouldn’t actually do anything at all for her?


      Fräulein Kreutune would perpetually continue to execute commands until the empty hole was filled.


      But what if they filled that hole with something else?


      Her function, satisfied with incorrect information, would be unable to awaken.


      And Fräulein Kreutune would be able to stand in front of her friend—without necessitating any fear.


      “We may just be stagehands who don’t get a chance in the spotlight,” said Hamazura to himself, though he wore a little smile. “But just because we got the part nobody wants doesn’t mean we can afford to cut corners!!!”


      That was the “possibility” that Touma Kamijou had found at the very last moment, at the eleventh hour.


      All kinds of powers were at work now, traveling along the thin threads connecting person to person.


      Everything led to this final moment.


      To just one thing.


      True victory.
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      And.


      Returning to the present.


      “Nyaa. It’s okay now.”


      “It looks like all the scary people are gone, adds Misaka adds Misaka.”


      In response to their words, Fräulein Kreutune shuddered.


      She looked at her hands, now soggy and soiled.


      Even if that was a very close replica.


      Even if nobody had been sacrificed for it.


      She hadn’t, in the end, been able to stop herself from doing the consuming. And now she wore the expression of someone who had realized just how ugly they were. The girl she would have eaten was right there, looking at the horrid aftermath of her feast. That fact seemed to point toward Fräulein Kreutune’s final, decisive downfall.


      To use an analogy, it was like they were in a detective drama, right after the scene where the protagonists had tricked the culprit, whom they had no decisive evidence on, into giving information in public that only the perpetrator of the crime could know.


      But not exactly like that.


      This wasn’t such a scene.


      Nobody would be accusing Fräulein Kreutune of anything here.


      “But…in the end…I couldn’t…stop anything… And I still ate…”


      “You might be a creature that emerges by acquiring a lot of information, speculates Misaka speculates Misaka. I don’t think anything can change that, and I also don’t think changing would be more beautiful, repeats Misaka repeats Misaka. And maybe you do have a function that decided the fastest way to do that was to eat my head and get all that information from the network at once, continues Misaka continues Misaka smoothly.”


      But.


      Last Order didn’t stop there.


      “If that function decides what’s right and wrong for you, without any input from you… If it decides everything for you…then that all stopped a minute ago, asserts Misaka asserts Misaka. It doesn’t apply to the current you, so you don’t have to be scared or worry about what’s right or wrong, explains Misaka explains Misaka. …You’ve turned into a creature whose only property is being friends with us, declares Misaka declares Misaka.”


      Could it really all be that easy?


      Could things really end in such a beautiful way?


      It would be easy to find out.


      “Nyaa! I don’t get all this stuff about functions or whatever, but we just have to test it out!!!”


      Fremea put her arm around Last Order’s shoulder from behind and they ran straight for Fräulein Kreutune together, crashing into her chest.


      There was a soft bphhh noise.


      And that was all.


      She knew that the target of so many of her functions—Last Order’s skull and brain—was all right there in front of her. Fräulein Kreutune was no longer at the mercy of her function. She didn’t have to hurt anyone anymore. She could simply embrace her friends.


      A soft clicking noise came from inside her body.


      Something writhed. Integrating the pink replica into her body and absorbing information she’d never seen before had most likely caused some sort of response inside her. The strange sounds continued as she seemed to change into something else, something she didn’t understand, as though searching for the mistakes little by little.


      Even she didn’t know what was about to happen.


      But when she thought about it, that was only natural.


      People could put in the hard work, but they never knew how exactly that effort would make them grow.


      However…


      She could say one thing for certain.


      As a result of something her past self had built up, she had gained the right to pick a different path.


      One far, far from the path that led her to nearly biting into a girl’s head and devouring her brain.


      “Ah, ahhh…”


      For the first time in her life, she embraced someone.


      She put her arms around her friends’ backs. Slowly, little by little, her fingers tightened.


      “Ahhhhhhhh!!! A​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!!”


      Someone smiled softly as they heard her weep.


      Someone moved their legs, taking a step back.


      It was fine now.


      All her problems were over.


      Conviction had overcome distance. And with the battle finished, the things that tied these disparate people together disappeared.


      Touma Kamijou’s circumstances were complicated, and not all of his personal relationships were friendly ones. Some of them were still practically hostile, and others were connected by such tenuous threads, like the acquaintances of his acquaintances.


      Nevertheless…


      They had all gathered to help someone in her time of need, and once that was solved, they parted ways again.


      Walking their own paths, they went back to the places they belonged.

    
  


  
    
      CHAPTER 8


      The Simplest Composition in the World


      One_on_One.


      1


      “Hey there.”


      Thor addressed someone.


      He was in an area of Academy City’s School District 11 that functioned as an overland distribution center. It was already evening, and orange dyed the stacks of large containers about the place.


      “Sorry for making you see me off like this.”


      He was speaking to Touma Kamijou. Normally, the boy should have gotten back to his hospital bed as soon as possible, since he was coming off a fierce battle with Leivinia Birdway with a bullet hole in his side. But there was a reason the young man was still active, even after the problem at hand had been resolved.


      And that was…


      “…Gotta make sure you all get outside. Wouldn’t be able to sleep at night, otherwise.”


      “Ha-ha. Suppose so.” Thor laughed lightly. “Marianne Sringeneier and Mjölnir already made it out. As the guy with all the direct combat abilities, I’m responsible for bringing up the rear. Anyway, that’s why I can make a detour like this.”


      “This is where you’ve been slipping in and out of the city from?”


      “Hey, the fundamentals are important no matter what you’re doing. This is where the most stuff passes through to the city, so I can wedge my way through, too. I could always grab a first-class ticket on a flight out of District 23 and have a comfortable trip back, but the risks of things going pear-shaped are too high.”


      He shrugged.


      “Besides, the reason this district exists in the first place is to optimize and speed up the flow of goods. Aside from a handful of engineers, the whole thing’s automated. All a trucker from outside the city has to do is rent an electronic device and stick it on their vehicle. Then they can hang out at a rest stop on the edge of the district, drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. Meanwhile, all their cargo gets unloaded automatically. It’s basically the same for truckers from the city, too. Anyway, nobody’s really watching because of the way it all works. And when it’s all so consistent, it makes for a perfect path for occult elements to worm their way in.”


      This was a city surrounded by walls in a nation surrounded by water.


      That fact alone meant that it should have been less vulnerable to infiltration than anywhere else in the world. That Gremlin could do so without difficulty just went to show it had transcended national borders and could travel to anywhere on Earth.


      And sure, maybe the level of technique they needed for that was amazing.


      But in the end, it meant they could never, ever rest.


      “As for Fräulein Kreutune, we’ll leave her in Academy City. That weird thing she ate seems to have twisted her, uh, constitution? Condition? Attributes? Anyway, she doesn’t have any value to Gremlin at this point. Though I wonder about Academy City. Now that they don’t have to worry about her ‘emerging,’ she might just be an obstacle to them. They shouldn’t need to recapture her and lock her back up, though, but still.”


      “But what if they did?”


      “We put a scratch on the Windowless Building, but Fräulein Kreutune is the one who actually wrecked it. And she’s already gained an interest in the outside world. If they forced her back in there, she would act on her own desire to escape this time and bust out. It’s reckless. And if they keep having to recapture her, the repeated incidents will draw attention, which the city doesn’t want. So, uh, they’ll probably just let her roam free with Last Order or Fremea.


      “More importantly…,” Thor continued, “it’s a more fitting form of ‘salvation’ than ripping her away from here and bringing her to the end of the world.”


      “I see.” Kamijou slowly exhaled. Then he asked, “What about you? The magic god Othinus has been trying to complete that spear, right? And she’s Gremlin’s leader. I doubt you’ll be able to keep all this from her forever. And even if you pull that off, there’s no telling what she’ll do now that she’s been thrown off the rails.”


      “I’ll manage.”


      Thor spoke simply—and without hesitation, despite knowing it certainly would be no easy task. He smiled a little, then changed the topic. “Anyway, the problems surrounding Fräulein Kreutune have been all but solved. The groups of monsters, whether it’s Gremlin or Ollerus’s faction, have pulled out. As for Academy City’s underworld… I’ve got no clue there, honestly. But like I said, they probably won’t want to make any more of a ruckus than they already have. So now all the blocks in this puzzle game have been cleared.”


      “Thor? What are you…?”


      “What I’m saying is this.”


      Thor smiled.


      Wider than he ever had before.


      “Let’s finally get down to business, Touma Kamijou.”


      Boom!!! There was a bursting noise. It was the sound of Thor ejecting his thermal blades from the fingers on his right hand.


      “What are you doing, Thor?!”


      “The obvious. I told you before—there are disasters all around you. Everyone’s trying to take advantage of your right hand like you’re the monkey and they’re your trainer. Things have gotten real complicated—and that’s why I was up-front about betraying you. I need to fight you for my own reasons now. Gremlin’s got nothing to do with it!!!”


      Kamijou thought his language-processing faculties had gone haywire.


      But they hadn’t.


      Had he made a gravely mistaken assumption from the beginning?


      Thor the thunder god hadn’t risked life and limb to solve the problem, had he? No, he’d put himself through all that danger for what he would obtain through dealing with that annoyance.


      At last, Kamijou understood.


      But he shook his head.


      “I don’t have any reason to fight you. I couldn’t have saved Fräulein Kreutune without you! I’m already in your debt. So why do this?!”


      “Oh, friend. People don’t just fight out of anger or hatred. It’s not only the bad guys who make fists and come out swinging. And you know that. Words aren’t gonna stop me. Anyway, I’m real heated now. My engine’s been on fire ever since I first heard about you.”


      Whoosh.


      Thor grinned, swinging his hand to point at Kamijou with the tips of his thermal blades.


      And he kept smiling.


      “Normally, when two ridiculously huge powers collide, the clash obliterates everything in the vicinity. It’s just like how the fights I get into turn into that awful word: war. But what’s the thing you’ve got, Kami? You’re just a high school kid, but you’ve saved so many people! You even put an end to World War III! Plus, you’ve won battles against Gremlin!! And the source of that awesome power is the ability to erase things? Ahh, I’m looking forward to this. I can finally, finally see where my growth should go next!!! The tension is killing me. This will be a fight where we won’t know who wins or loses. And as if that wasn’t enough, we won’t even have to worry about collateral damage, since you have the power to erase things!!! This is the best chance I’m gonna get. The peak moment! What else would we do but fight, Kami?!”


      So that was why.


      Why Thor had grown enraged at the fast-food restaurant and punched Kamijou.


      He’d been itching to fight Kamijou for so long, only to see that Kamijou didn’t even have an immediate answer to saving a woman. He’d popped his lid at Kamijou’s display of cowardice.


      Feels to me…


      …like my enemy is a lot smaller than I thought.


      “If I’m bein’ honest, though, you disappointed me when we first met. If you hadn’t recovered from that desperate situation, you might have been ash along with your hamburger. But now, I like the look in your eyes. You’ve got that spark back. I expected nothing less from my enemy. Now I have no doubts our battle will be satisfying, whether I win or lose. Otherwise, I wouldn’t gain anything at all.”


      “But why…?” asked Kamijou hoarsely. His voice quickly picked up, becoming a shout. “Weren’t you genuinely angry at what they were doing to Fräulein Kreutune?! I know you wanted to save her from all the suffering and hardship she’d endured! It was so much hard work, and now you’re making light of it for some kind of personal development? You want to fight even though we don’t have to?!”


      “Yeah, well, I’m not a good person. I’m part of Gremlin, too, remember.” Thor seemed to be disparaging himself, but his answer was instantaneous. “At the end of the day, I just want strength. There’s a limit to how far independent training can take a guy. But once you get this high up, you start seeing a lot less people you can have an even match with… I mean, I can think of several folks who are stronger than me, but if we wiped out an entire city or country while fighting, it would leave a bad taste in my mouth. It was so hard to find a stepping stone like you that fit all the right conditions.”


      “……”


      “Did I seek power because I wanted to save someone? Or did I want to save someone because I had power? It’s all messed up in my head now. I can’t say how I would answer. But that’s basically who I am, when you get down to it. I’m caught in a cycle of seeking more and more power and reaching out to help those I can in the process… It’s pretty different from you, Kamijou. You’ve got something special, but it’s not the kind of strength people can easily understand. But you still keep trying to help people, and you got strong by doing it over and over again.”


      Was that why? In spite of that. Or because of that…


      …Thor had determined that someone who was like him, but still at odds with him, would be his perfect opponent?


      “Tho—” Kamijou began to speak despite himself, only to stop abruptly.


      His body swayed unsteadily.


      The wound in his side, the one he’d nearly forgotten about, exploded with pain.


      “…Ah. I see, I see. I thought we’d solved that problem pretty much scot-free, but that will take off a few points. Honestly, that injury of yours is just gonna get in the way. Lame. And that means I’ll get less experience points from this fight. But I can’t exactly ignore it.”


      The possibility of putting off the duel flashed through Kamijou’s mind.


      He was still hurt from the gunshot, so maybe they could do this later.


      But no.


      Thor used his free hand to casually reach behind him. He pulled something out of his belt.


      The object had a texture that was closer to plastic than metal.


      It was a tool made for killing people.


      A gun.


      “Filched it off a customs engineer earlier. I don’t actually know very much about firearms. But this is about the same caliber as the one that got you, right?”


      “Wait… No, Thor!!! Don’t—”


      There was too much distance between them for Kamijou to frantically snatch the firearm.


      Meanwhile…
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      Thor pressed the muzzle to his side and pulled the trigger.


      There was a crisp bang.


      Dark-red liquid seeped from the injury on his upper body, and eventually, it spread to his clothes, soiling them. Thor staggered but didn’t fall. With the gun’s purpose served, Thor tossed it aside and set his gaze on Kamijou again.


      He looked amused.


      He smiled.


      “Whoa. Whoa… This is nuts. I’m sure I missed my vitals, but that rocked me to my core. I can’t believe you’ve been running around the battlefield at the same time as you were dealing with a wound like this. You’re no wimp, that’s for sure.”


      “Thor… You moron!!!”


      Fairness be damned. Kamijou may have been shot in the side, but he’d still undergone surgery at the hospital, and Cendrillon had done some first aid on him to stop the bleeding, too. His wound could still open at any moment, but he had it way easier than Thor, who had just shot himself but skipped the other stuff.


      Didn’t Thor care about that? Kamijou wasn’t sure what the rules were behind the guy’s “growth,” but did he really have no misgivings about risking his life for some measly experience points?


      “Right, Kami. Don’t start with the ‘I’m not gonna make a fist because I don’t wanna fight you’ or ‘I’ll let you punch me until you’re satisfied’ stuff. It’s boring and shallow.”


      Thor made thermal blades shoot from his left hand, too. Spreading the flashing lights erupting from his ten fingers like wings, he made his declaration.


      “And if you really need a reason to scrap with me, then use my wound as an excuse. I’ll die if we don’t do first aid soon. Now you have to fight for real, even through your tears!!!”


      So began the final battle against Thor, the thunder god who had taken up the role of Gremlin’s combat specialist.


      Or perhaps.


      Perhaps that was the only role he could take—because this was the only way he could interact with the world.


      2


      School District 11.


      Bordering the outer circumference of Academy City on its east side, the ward functioned as an overland distribution center. Kamijou and Thor were currently in a place that was piled high with long, thin containers for large trailers. Normally, customs checkpoints would be constantly verifying the legality and safety of cargo here, and small- to medium-sized containers would be loaded up with goods in accordance with citywide road situations.


      And now a part of this area had turned into a battlefield.


      Perhaps because there was no danger of him taking innocent lives here, unlike in the rest of the city, Thor abruptly and loudly asserted himself.


      “Ha-ha! Mjölnir! Final connection check! Begin supply as soon as it finishes!!!”


      The sound of an explosion ripped through the air.


      The thermal blades extending from his ten fingers abruptly lengthened to over twenty meters. That alone caused the air to swell and send gusts of wind every which way.


      And Thor.


      Casually swung his right hand sideways.


      Boom!!!!!! He sliced through the stack of containers to the side like scraps of paper, sending them hurtling at Kamijou.


      But Kamijou had no time to worry about the avalanche of containers crashing down on him.


      Damn it…!!! Kamijou swore to himself, clamping down on his wound—it was hurting again—as he managed to form a fist with his right hand. The five-fingered thermal blades, moving along with Thor’s right hand, had closed in quickly. Could Kamijou completely erase the blades in their strengthened form? If he couldn’t, he might not be incinerated, but the incredible speed would probably knock his hand back so hard that it would dislocate his shoulder.


      Then I’ll have to dodge…!!


      There was no time to even think.


      As Kamijou ducked to try and slip past, Thor swung his left hand diagonally downward to follow. Slashing through another stack of containers, the ten thermal blades approached, some from above and some from the side.


      That left him with one option.


      “R​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​r​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​!!!”


      Kamijou ducked under the right-handed thermal blades sweeping horizontally, and at the same time, he caught the follow-up left-hand blades with his right hand—with Imagine Breaker.


      The moment blade met hand, he felt a heavy impact in his wrist, as though his bones would be wrenched away. A sharp pain shot through him, akin to the sensation of someone drilling through your tooth to fix a cavity. The thermal blade didn’t vanish. Kamijou doubted this power was Thor’s alone. If what the boy had shouted just before was true, then Thor was getting a perpetual supply of energy from somewhere else.


      Just like Innocentius!!!


      By the time Kamijou gritted his teeth, Thor was already out of sight.


      A bursting sound tore through the air.


      He heard laughing from directly overhead.


      “Ha-ha!”


      One of the containers was falling toward him like the top card of a house of cards after the bottom had been removed. For just a moment, he saw a figure clinging to it upside down.


      Thor.


      He’d probably let himself take the recoil from Kamijou’s right hand, then used the force generated by expanding the air with his thermal blades to move himself. He’d leaped straight up and above Kamijou’s head, sticking to the underside of the container falling at him like a rockslide in an avalanche.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!!! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!!! Incredible. I knew you were incredible! You took my first attack like a goddamned champ!!!”


      Thor rotated, still upside down. His axis of rotation wasn’t even stable; he was moving more like a poorly made pinwheel firework. As a result, his blades of destruction whipped out in random directions, slashing everything. He sliced through the approaching midair avalanche of containers, melting them, twisting them, and skewering them before hurling them elsewhere to cause even more destruction.


      It was as though he was saying Kamijou was his prey.


      And that he wouldn’t tolerate anything else hurting him.


      That was what it looked like, at least, but Thor’s twenty-meter-long blades would easily reach the ground. They were on a collision course with Kamijou. Because Thor’s rotational axis was unstable, though, the “density” of the blades, if you could call it that, momentarily thinned—and Kamijou used that chance to jump through.


      Argh!!! He’s got way more range than me! Way more freedom of movement! Way more power! If I try to catch attacks with my right hand, he’ll just rip off my wrist—but I can’t think of any other way to fight back!!! How the hell am I supposed to stop him like this?!


      Suddenly.


      Thor’s wheel of destruction ceased.


      But it brought no relief in its wake.


      After cleaning up most of the containers in the air, Thor stopped to gaze Kamijou. His eyes were those of a raptor honing in on a small fleeing animal. Then he kicked off the underside of the container he’d been clinging to.


      And fell.


      With his ten thermal blades still out, he charged straight at Kamijou.


      “Damn it!!!”


      The thermal blades shot directly toward him at an extreme speed. If Kamijou caught them with his right hand, he would be forced to a standstill. Then Thor would immediately cut him in two.


      Kamijou desperately moved to avoid the blades, essentially collapsing onto the road to do so.


      Thor’s ten fingers were almost like a hand fan, just with no paper in between. Spreading out from the center points of Thor’s wrists, the blades unflinchingly slashed the ground.


      Kaijou managed to dodge through the gaps in what could only be called a miracle.


      In fact, it was so miraculous that he had to wonder if Thor had missed on purpose to keep their duel going.


      Not wanting to spare the time to stand up again, Kamijou rolled away from Thor and wracked his brains. Now what? Staying on defense is a losing battle. I need to find a way to attack. A means of getting my fist to him. Otherwise, this is just gonna get worse and worse for me!!!


      The searing pain in his right wrist was spreading, too. Kamijou didn’t know if he would last beyond another few parries of Thor’s attacks. He was expecting the crunching sound of bones breaking or joints dislocating to arrive at any moment.


      “What’s the matter, Kami?”


      Thor smiled very thinly, then readied the thermal blades in his hands once more.


      “Was Fiamma of the Right really that weak? And Carissa, who had the Curtana Original? I don’t like it when people are overrated. I’ll be honest. They were way better than you’re performing now.”


      “……”


      Kamijou was about to say something when he heard a dry crack.


      The strange noise, like cracks forming in a thin plastic sheet, had come from Thor. At irregular intervals, it came a second time, then a third time. That was when it finally sank in for Kamijou.


      “Wait… You didn’t…?!”


      “Huh? So my joints are popping all over. Is that so strange? I guess it’s not as brag-worthy as cracking your fingers or your neck, but still.”


      “Your body can’t keep up with how you’re trying to move it—no, with the power of the blade! If I’m right about that, Thor, then—”


      “Listen up. Your ol’ pal Thor isn’t some saint or some blockhead with the ‘power to save the world’ or whatever. I’m not special made. I’m not a magic god like Othinus, either. Just so you’re aware, I’m only a sorcerer. And I still insist on fighting the most powerful in the world. I’ve gotta be a little reckless at some point, don’t I?”


      Theoretically, if you wanted to jump to the top of a stack of containers, you could attach boosters to your hands and feet. You probably wouldn’t be able to control it, since you would get swung around. But as long as you propelled yourself in the right direction to begin with, it was technically possible.


      However.


      That would mean your hands and feet would be the only sources of propulsion. If you tried to control that incredible force and veer around in sharp angles, your shoulder and thigh joints would get destroyed. Additionally, if you suddenly jumped from a standstill, your blood vessels and internal organs would start screaming.


      Thor didn’t have a naturally tough body or some other such ridiculous way of solving that problem.


      Nor did he have some kind of trick to get him through, like a Soul Arm or a G suit.


      In fact, it wouldn’t matter if he did.


      They wouldn’t completely guarantee his safety. In fact, those things almost seemed like they would simply let one ignore the risks and disadvantages in favor of prioritizing the benefits.


      “Pain? I wouldn’t worry about that, Kami. When a guy like me is having fun, the hurt just fades into the background.”


      “But… Why would you go that far?!”


      “Because I got that far.”


      With an odd noise—maybe his joints or cartilage were having problems—Thor cocked his head. It was like he didn’t comprehend why Kamijou would even ask a question like that.


      “If it had been way too far off, I would’ve been able to give up. But that’s not how it went for me. I kept putting one foot in front of the other, and eventually, I got close enough to reach out and grab the stars in the sky. There were dangers, yes, but for me, it was only like getting up on a table and going on your tiptoes. You can reach the top of the cupboard that way. No sense in getting your mom to get up there for you, right?


      “So,” Thor continued, spreading his arms to his sides, “ten times more.”


      Whoom!!! The thermal blades gave off an eerie sound.


      “I can go further. Ten times more.”


      With all the stacks of containers around, the change was too massive for Kamijou to see with the naked eye. The thermal blades on Thor’s ten fingers had grown to around two kilometers in length each.


      “Get it now, Touma Kamijou? This is who I am. This is how far I’ve come. This is why they say that personal fights of mine reach the level of wars. And it’s wonderful to be able to come so far. Not that it’s the end goal, mind you. After all, once you hit a goal, you start to see just how much further beyond there is to go, even if you can’t yet reach it.”


      He wielded such power that he could destroy an entire school district by merely waggling his arm.


      War made manifest by a single man’s power.


      The one in charge of direct combat operations.


      Thor had showed why he was in that position and was perhaps overqualified for it. And his words cut right to the core of things.


      He saw right through the subtle movements of Kamijou’s gaze.


      “…You should try it, too. Reach out. It might be tough, but if you get on that table and stand on your tiptoes, your fingertips will reach. It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”


      “What…are you saying?”


      “The gun.”


      Thor gave it to him in one word.


      “You know, the one I just used to shoot myself in the gut with. You’re starting to have thoughts. His blades are too long. My fist is at a reach disadvantage. After all, I’ve got a reach of two kilometers—two thousand meters. You want something that will let you ignore the distance. And the pièce de résistance? It’s not like my body is built tougher or anything. I just proved a lead bullet will still blow a hole in me.”


      “……”


      “On the other hand, you’re probably also thinking this: A gun is too certain. Too definite. You might be able to win with one, but you might also kill me by accident… Well, you’re right for hesitating. But you’re also stupid. Did you forget I’m with Gremlin?”


      The air froze.


      For just a moment, something from Baggage City drifted to Kamijou, uncannily tickling his nostrils.


      “We can’t use Fräulein Kreutune anymore. We can’t use that piece of the spear to rattle Othinus. We can’t predict how the magic god will act now that she’s lost her goal. But once she acts, it’s all over. Hawaii and Baggage City were complete messes in their own right, but at least the destruction there was supervised. But this time? Will she start indiscriminately attacking everything in sight? Or will she use that F.C.E. to discover a few of your acquaintances and go kill them instead?”


      “…Thor.”


      “I’m the final key. Can’t you be happy with that?”


      Thor smiled very, very thinly.


      He went out of his way to prepare a new facade.


      “The final key to you finding Gremlin’s headquarters. The final key to you stopping any more sacrifices before they happen… So what will you do? Let this chance slip away because of your own circumstances or moral code? Do you think that would be right?”


      “Thoooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooorrrrrrrrrrrrrr!!!”


      “You’ve got one shot,” said Thor clearly and slowly, as though speaking to a foreign tourist just learning how to speak the language. “Turn the tables now or stay on the back foot. I’ll be straight up with you and say that the fate of the world hangs in the balance. If that’s not a good enough reason for you, then you’ll just be one of the many killed as the world sinks.”


      It moved.


      A definitive “flow.”


      “Let’s do this, Touma Kamijou. You saved six billion people once. Show me your determination again!”
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      The handgun was about three meters away from Kamijou.


      It was so close that if he dove for it, he would be able to grab it in a single go.


      In opposition was Thor and his two-kilometer-long thermal blades. One little swing, and he would slice Kamijou in half. He could end the fight in a single move, too.


      However…


      Once you knew how someone was likely to move, it was easy to anticipate and beat them to the punch.


      It’s too bad.


      And Thor had no reason to hesitate.


      District 11 had mostly automated all its work in the name of logistical efficiency and speedups. He’d knocked out the customs engineer in advance. As long as he was mindful of the truckers’ rest stop near the edge of the school district, he could mow down the entire district horizontally without causing any human casualties. That was why he’d ultimately settled on this area.


      It was a stage for the purest form of combat—one that he could only use a single time.


      He hadn’t wanted to use it up for whatever stupid groundwork Ollerus or Gremlin were trying to lay. The place was too perfect for that.


      And that was why…


      …he felt a slight disappointment in the outcome.


      Thor didn’t swing his blades at Kamijou. Instead, he aimed them at the center point of Kamijou’s route to the gun. Brutally, while shaving through stacks of containers and a crane in the distance.


      In the end, it’s all just the obvious flow of power again. I thought you would be able to arrive at a different conclusion from me. But I guess I was wrong.


      If Kamijou went straight for the gun as fast as he could, Thor’s thermal blades would carve him up. Even if he managed to hold out in desperation, the outcome was assured. The second swing would slice him apart.


      The power to erase.


      It was something very different from the power to “produce” destruction.


      I thought you would be able to do it. I ended up stumbling into Gremlin, but I thought you could show me something I’d never seen before!!!


      The battle would be decided.


      And the outcome would be simple and boring: the one who wielded greater destructive power would survive.


      It was about to happen.


      Kreeee!!! A shrill noise pierced the air.


      It was the sound of Kamijou’s right fist repelling Thor’s thermal blades.


      “Wha…? I…?”


      If Kamijou had dove straight for the gun and reached out with his right hand, he would have never have been able to repel the thermal blades slicing between them.


      But in actuality, the gigantic thermal blades had not only cut through nearby containers but an entire quadrant of the school district.


      That could only mean on thing.


      The choice Kamijou had made at the very end was…


      “You… Did you…?!”


      Thor was shocked and moved mostly out of reflex. Ignoring his right hand as it popped back, he slammed the thermal blades of his left hand at Kamijou. They hurtled through large self-driving trucks and forklifts in a sideways swipe that hurtled for Kamijou’s upper body.


      However.


      That, too…


      With a shrill noise and the swing of a fist, Kamijou parried Thor’s blades off course.


      Thor knew that each deflection put Kamijou’s right wrist under extreme strain.


      “Did you give up on the gun?! You know you’ll just be whittled down if you stick to defense!!!”


      “…Are you sure about that?”


      Readying his cracking right hand again, Kamijou grinned quietly.


      This time, in this moment, he would smile.


      “Your thermal blades follow your fingers. But does it really only go one way? I’ve been so desperate to block your attacks that it took me a while to notice something: Your arm also pops back up when I parry your thermal blades.”


      “You…”


      “Your blades can cut through anything, so probably never considered the possibility they would get caught on something. It’s like swinging a metal bat at a wall faster and harder than you can control. Blocking your insane attacks is wrecking my wrist, but you’re in the same boat! I bet your wrists are already hitting their limit!”


      For this battle in particular, and only this battle, Thor’s two-thousand-meter reach meant nothing.


      Kamijou and Thor both got hurt each time a parry occurred.


      In which case…


      “You asked if I had a good enough reason to pick up the gun yet,” spat Kamijou. “Here’s your answer: no. This isn’t a good enough reason. I’m not perfect, either. I wouldn’t need some grand justification to automatically go for a nearby gun if I really felt my life was in danger. But that’s not what’s happening here. Because I’m fighting you. The guy who risked his life to save Fräulein Kreutune, no matter what your motives were! Because I know there’s a way we can settle this without anyone dying in the process!!!”


      “…I get it.” Thor smiled.


      He’d been grinning for the entire battle so far, but now his smile took on a different color.


      “That’s interesting. I always knew you were an interesting guy. Even if you stood so high up that your hands could reach the stars, you would still show me a different answer. You would choose a different path than me, the guy who drifted into Gremlin.”


      “Thor?”


      “Yeah!!! This is the kind of scope I expect from my enemy!!!”


      There was no signal.


      Whoom!!! Thor casually swung his thermal blades, scooping up the entirety of the vague concept known as the “scenery.” Keeping in mind not only to defend himself but to do it in such a way as to hurt Thor’s wrist even more, Kamijou used his fist to pound the thermal blades from the side. Blades clashed with blades, and when their momentum slowed a tiny bit, he stepped in and hit them with his right hand again.


      A cracking sound rippled uncannily through Kamijou’s body.


      But Thor would be feeling the same thing.


      “Ngh!!!”


      Even if fine handiwork dominated the surface, even if it looked like technique and quick-wittedness were pushing against each other to control the current of battle, something else would actually decide this contest between Kamijou and Thor. With each and every strike, the agony doubled. When would they reach their limit? Whose wrist would break first? It all came down to that. Even if one party had an overwhelming advantage in every other area, he would lose everything if he lost the ability to move his hand. That was all this contest was about.


      After five or ten times, Kamijou’s right hand was making clearly abnormal noises.


      He didn’t make it to twenty.


      With a decisive snapping noise, Kamijou’s five fingers abruptly went limp. The orders sent from his brain weren’t reaching his hand, which ignored his bone structure to dangle there.


      His joint.


      It had dislocated.


      “Ha. Ha…”


      Thor’s laughter echoed through the air. In response to the disaster that had befallen Kamijou’s right wrist, he stopped attacking.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha. Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.”


      The battle was over.


      Thor figured the Imagine Breaker would still work whether or not his right wrist joint was dislocated. But if he kept trying to take those insane impacts with his injured hand, the flesh around his wrist would rip apart and crumple. It could eventually come clean off.


      It was a simple matter of anatomy… If a blow struck his dislocated wrist, it would send incredible pain shooting through him. Frankly, he could easily pass out if that kept up.


      However…


      “…You did it.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Ugh. I thought I had you in checkmate for sure… I guess I’m that kinda guy, eh? Dangle a carrot in front of me, and I get tunnel vision. Well, that’s sort of how it is just looking at the spell anyway, I guess.”


      Thor spread his hands like wings, as if in a shrug.


      Those wings were broken.


      More specifically, his wrists were.


      Throwing their colors on Thor, the thermal blades blinked a few times like neon lights at the end of their lifespan, then melted away into the air, vanishing.


      Kamijou didn’t know where Thor’s limits were. Maybe he could sprout those thermal blades from his feet, too.


      So he asked, “Now what?”


      “We keep going, obviously.”


      “Thought so.” Kamijou, his right hand still dangling from the dislocated joint, took a step toward Thor. He moved slowly but surely. “We need to settle this for real.”


      Soon, his walk turned into a run.


      And then his run turned into an all-out sprint.


      The spiky-haired boy didn’t throw himself into battle because he had Imagine Breaker. Even if he couldn’t use his right hand anymore, he still had his left hand and both his feet. That meant he could still fight. He dove right at the sorcerer, wanting to put an end to this ridiculous brawl Thor had planned as soon as possible and get some first aid on that gun wound in his side.


      “…Sorry, Kami.”


      But then it happened.


      Thor muttered something.


      But Kamijou was already way too close to Thor. It was point-blank range. Any attack at this point would hit.


      So…


      “The name Thor is about more than just being a god of thunder, you know.”


      It was too late.


      Fwooom!!! A dull noise rattled the air.


      Kamijou was sent flying up into the sky, and then he slammed back down onto the ground.
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      His mind.


      It was hazy. The scenery lazily swayed, buried in the oranges of sunset. It took him a long time to realize that he’d fallen face up.


      “…Let me tell you something about Thor.”


      He heard a voice from somewhere. It was coming from outside his field of view.


      “Right now, people call him the number two god in Norse mythology. A god of war who presides over thunder and lightning. But early myths showed a different side of him. Something like, well… Farming, refining metals, that kind of thing. He was a god who would help with the production and manufacturing that propped up civilization.”


      What had happened to him?


      What kind of attack had he taken in that last moment?


      Kamijou desperately tried to scrape together what information he could, but it didn’t work. His head had been rattled hard. He couldn’t even tell where his thoughts and ideas were coming from.


      “Anyway, it all came down to what was convenient for people. In a lot of ways, it was better for governing people to have a war god at the very top who protects soldiers instead of a patron god of farmers and metalworkers. Getting official recognition as the greatest god of the pantheon means a lot, after all. That was when Thor became a god of thunder. Originally, he presided over all weather phenomena—all seasons, all climates, and all natural disasters—but he turned into a god whose only calling card was a cheap form of destructive power.”


      Thor kept speaking.


      “Do you understand, Touma Kamijou?”


      He simply, slowly continued.


      “By crowning myself with the original meaning of his name, I, too, mastered a path. In fact, if that woman hadn’t gone so far as to pluck out her own eye and strangle herself in her insane pursuit of knowledge, I would have been at the very top of Gremlin instead.”


      Kamijou couldn’t think straight.


      He couldn’t come to a conclusion.


      And Thor softly spoke to him.


      “You beat Thor the thunder god—but only him. You couldn’t beat Thor the omnipotent deity.


      He’d lost.


      He’d been defeated.


      With someone else spelling it out for him, Kamijou finally became aware of the situation he was in.


      Thor’s wrists were broken. His thermal blades were unusable. And yet he had still easily taken down Kamijou. His town was light and casual as he continued to monologue.


      “…Anyway, don’t worry about what comes after this. I riled you up and told you we don’t know how the magic god Othinus will act now that we’ve ruined her path to completing the spear—but in reality, I do have an idea or two. Now that I’ve won, I’ve got a winner’s responsibility to fulfill… I’ll be honest with you. You try too hard. You’ve protected just a little too much of the world on your own. Rest your weary bones for a while. Take a good break.”


      Kamijou gazed off in the distance, eyes unfocused.


      Orange filled his vision. He couldn’t see Thor anywhere.


      “…Thor…?”


      His question went unanswered.


      Before he realized it, Thor had disappeared somewhere.


      And that was when Touma Kamijou abruptly lost consciousness.

    
  


  
    
      EPILOGUE


      Let Us Begin the Next Brawl


      Next_Batter_Circle.


      There isn’t always just one “ending,” as you might call it.


      They branch off—as many branches as people involved in the incident.


      Here are a few of them.


      “What a waste of time. Seriously.”


      After breaking through the walls ringing Academy City’s perimeter, Sylvia the saint scratched her head and complained just loud enough so the others could hear her.


      Evening had passed, giving way to the darkness of the night. Tokyo, the capital city of Japan, was lit up with so many electric signs and neon lights that it seemed to say now was when things really got lively, but Sylvia’s group didn’t immerse themselves within it. Instead, they wove through it, sticking to the shadows as they moved.


      “Forced into a fight that left a terrible taste in my mouth and with nothing to show for it. We couldn’t retrieve Fräulein Kreutune, either… Although her absence must have changed up countermeasures against Gremlin quite a bit.”


      “There’s no helping what we couldn’t obtain.”


      The reply came from Leivinia Birdway.


      Normally, she was pretty, with a bit of youthfulness in her coldly charming features. Now, however, her cheek was swollen, ruining the image. But there was also no trace of her having cared for it in some way, like an ice pack. Maybe it was a matter of principle. It only made her unnecessarily irritated, though.


      “Even if we went back and got Fräulein Kreutune, she’s in a different form now than the one Othinus wanted. We won’t be able to use her to rattle the magic god.”


      “What’s that? Still worrying over how you had to fight someone close to you? Results are everything in this world of ours. Even if you’re not happy with how it turned out. Or with the blockheaded boy’s theories. You lost, so you don’t get to complain.”


      “…You’re cruising for a bruising.”


      “By the way, little missy. Japan has a fascinating hypothesis. It says that people who actually have little sisters can’t imagine what an ideal little sister, as it were, would be like.”


      “…?”


      “Turn it around. You have a little sister but no older siblings. I bet you actually have the picture of an ideal big brother in your head. And now you’re whining about how a certain somebody, who would always listen to you and help you whenever you needed, just scolded you. You were on a rampage, but you still allowed yourself a conversation with him. You two are practically joined at the hip.”


      “Guess that means you’re prepared. I’ve got a full set of major arcana here with your name on it.”


      “And you didn’t use them, either! Wait, your symbolic weapon has four elements corresponding to the minor arcana in tarot, right? If you’d just used all twenty-two of the major arcana in one big combo, going straight from the Fool to the World, you could have gotten a temporary stat buff that would let you move at the speed of sound, heh-heh.”


      “Anyway,” said Brunhild Eichtbel, rudely interrupting in a deadly serious voice, “what about Ollerus? He replied last time that he was still getting it ready, right?”


      “Oh, that? Not Fräulein Kreutune but the other…favorite to win.”


      Sylvia cracked her neck and answered smoothly.


      “He says it’s all ready.”


      Even in the neat, well-maintained Academy City, scary rumors abounded.


      The Black Garbage Truck, said to carry away bad children who don’t listen to their teachers. Test subject number 502, the source of moaning from inside manholes whose identity was better left uninvestigated. The Forbidden Name, a specific moniker belonging to someone or something that would personally kill you if you looked it up on a search engine. The Bone-Colored Tiles, said to increase in number along city streets whenever someone Academy City would rather not have around went missing. In reality, most of these things were urban legends among urban legends, part of an information manipulation policy designed to give a degree of regularity to and to control the AIM diffusion fields spread out over the city that were caused by all the rumors.


      There were so many scary stories that if you really ran into some sort of figure from an urban legend on your way home from school, you might not actually know what to do.


      You could try to make a break for it, but even if you sprinted at full speed, you probably wouldn’t be able to escape from them.


      But there was nothing to worry about.


      Because the monsters in urban legends were always trailed by weaknesses.


      For example, if a rumor spread about a woman who could run a hundred meters in three seconds that nobody could escape from, other tales would proliferate in turn about carrying hard candy or pomade to beat her.


      Naturally, these stories shifted on a daily basis, and any weaknesses could be completely overturned by new theories.


      For example, only the original woman had been done in by the hard candy or pomade, but it wouldn’t work on the second one who had ripped open her mouth.


      Stories that fanned fears and stories about defeating fears were in a constant competition—one that probably would go on forever without a clear winner.


      Of those rumors.


      There was one in particular that was extremely simple—and had the potential to explode in popularity among the children of Academy City because of it.


      …There may have been a lot of spine-chilling tales going around this city, but if you ever ran into a monster from one of them, you just had to shout this:


      Help me, Mr. Rhinoceros Beetle!


      And then you would be okay.


      For a person would surely come to save you.


      One named Teitoku Kakine, Academy City’s second-ranked Level Five esper and wielder of Dark Matter.


      After returning to the apartment with Kikyou Yoshikawa and Last Order in tow, Accelerator went into his unlit room and threw himself into bed. He didn’t know how Yoshikawa would explain the events of the day to the apartment’s owner, the Anti-Skill officer Aiho Yomikawa.


      He wasn’t sure if he could call the enemy Number Two or Teitoku Kakine…but whatever it had been, he’d defeated it.


      In the process, Accelerator had found a foothold that would help him to, in his own way, overcome a very difficult problem he grappled with.


      Nobody had needed to lose anything. It had been an excellent result.


      However.


      …Only the people who have been killed understand how they feel.


      Someone had left Number One with words that still dug straight into his heart. Their thorns were small, but they were bent around like fishing hooks, not easily removed.


      Is this how humans worked? Did one insidious comment really leave a bigger impression than a hundred good ones?


      “I’m like some kind of spoiled brat…”


      Had he gotten full of himself, knowing that the collective will of the whole Misaka network, as well as their speaker Last Order and their collective malice Misaka Worst, had forgiven him?


      Actually, had they even forgiven him?


      Or had he just picked the path of least resistance? The one that caused him the least pain?


      He couldn’t beg forgiveness from the people who were already gone at this point.


      The dead didn’t express happiness.


      After all, killing them robbed them of it.


      The dead didn’t express anger.


      After all, killing them robbed them of it.


      The dead didn’t express sadness.


      After all, killing them robbed them of it.


      The dead didn’t express gratitude.


      After all, killing them robbed them of it.


      From now on, however he decided to live his life, it would only ever be a form of self-satisfaction. He knew that. But there had to be other things he could only do because he was alive.


      To go back to the beginning.


      What had been the true motive behind the experiment that led to the murder of over ten thousand Sisters?


      He already knew it wasn’t what they’d written on the tin: to force Academy City’s number one Level Five esper to evolve into a Level Six esper. Had it always been meant to fail? Because whether it succeeded or not, they would have still recouped the costs.


      He’d gained nuggets of information from prior experience. One said they had wanted to spread the nearly ten thousand remaining Sisters to cooperating organizations all over the world, thus expanding the influence of their AIM diffusion fields.


      Second, because interfering with Last Order had produced an angel-like existence within Academy City, the Misaka network functioned as a guidance system to control AIM diffusion field aggregates.


      And third, the name Dragon, which he’d dug up during his time working in the city’s underworld. The true monster behind it called Aiwass, who had told him the angel-like thing he saw before that had been nothing more than a sort of mold to form Aiwass.


      In that case.


      What was the point of creating Aiwass?


      It would certainly be an incredible combat force to have up their sleeve. After all, it was powerful enough to instantly kill Accelerator, the number one esper in Academy City. But he couldn’t recall them putting Aiwass’s immense strength to use during World War III. Even during a conflict where Academy City’s fate hung in the balance, they had kept it in reserve.


      That meant the project wasn’t merely about weapons development.


      It would be strange for there to be no additional objective, but Accelerator couldn’t come close to thinking of one.


      He realized Aiwass was incredible, but he couldn’t think of any other concrete benefits. Research and development were perhaps more than enough of an objective, but then they would have spread news of it all over the world to boast of Academy City’s technological might.


      Just like the plan to build a spaceship and land it on the moon. It hadn’t directly impacted most people’s lives, but the news of it had—in a big way.


      If they had been developing Aiwass in such secrecy, then they had to have a different plan for how to use it outside of just bragging rights. Whatever the objective, then, they were concerned about someone stopping them if the secret got out.


      Aiwass, the angel-like being; the Misaka network; Last Order; the Sisters; AIM diffusion fields.


      On the very bottom layer of the pyramid were the ordinary, everyday students. Most people weren’t linked in any way to the city’s underworld, but the AIM diffusion fields they unconsciously emitted were already connected all the way to Aiwass.


      The very basis of Academy City.


      Scientific development of supernatural abilities.


      What if it hadn’t been someone just happening to take advantage of that system to meddle? What if, from the very start, the project had been a step to reach for Aiwass?


      And going back, all the way to the beginning…


      What were the espers that Academy City held up to the world?


      Where had they started? And where were they headed? What was the Plan?


      “……”


      Having come this far…


      …Accelerator finally felt like he understood a piece of the vast darkness. A piece of the giant trap engulfing everything. A piece of the huge jaws that were normally far too big to get a grasp on the full picture. A piece of the root cause of everything that had dragged the Sisters, the cloned humans, the people who had once been killed, into a pitch-black hole from which they could never escape.


      Exposing it and denouncing it wouldn’t absolve Accelerator of his sins.


      But… What if?


      What if those who had once been killed had cursed their circumstances from the bottom of the hearts?


      Number One had directly taken their lives, but what if they’d cursed the whole more than him, for helping him?


      If they had…


      …then how would they feel if they knew that some project was proceeding smoothly because they had been killed, taking step after step even now?


      Only the dead could speak for how they felt.


      When a living human tried to so presumptuously speak for them, it often involved twisting the feelings of the fallen for the person’s own benefit.


      But still…


      …the living could act in the memory of the dead.


      What did he want to do?


      Accelerator asked himself these questions.


      If he could do something for the lives that had already been lost, what in the world would he choose?


      Number One would most likely fall to hell. Leaving aside the possible religious connotations of that analogy, he knew without a doubt that his end would not be a good one. But was there something he could do before he arrived in hell? If there was, what was it?


      “……”


      The thorns stuck in him were small but not easily removed. Their little pricking pains dragged him slowly but surely onto a path of malice and conflict.


      Almost as if they’d arranged for it beforehand.


      Did Accelerator realize they were like a contrived piece of code, slipped inside by someone else? A piece of code to switch him from one path to a different one?


      Accelerator sat up in bed without a word. His eyes wandered. They fell on his room’s window. The night made it pitch-black outside. Going past that would likely be the first step on another path.


      If he took that step, he would lose everything he had now. But he would also have the chance to obtain things he would never get by just staying here.


      That was what Accelerator thought as he began to grope around for his crutch with a modern design, his face the picture of seriousness.


      All of sudden, there was a knock at the door.


      The knob turned without waiting for a reply.


      A small figure entered.


      The girl called Last Order. Presumably.


      Because it wouldn’t make sense if it wasn’t her.


      “Hey there, Accelerator./return This is really starting to bug me, so I hope you don’t mind if I interfere./return”


      Something.


      Something was wrong.


      As he watched the girl stand stock-still and her mouth open and close, a chill ran down Accelerator’s spine. He recalled an image of that forced intervention in the past, based on a virus or something.


      But this was different.


      “By nature, the Misakas fill the network, which in turn entrusts each individual with the means to interact with the outside of it./return So don’t expect much ability to have a conversation./return Think of this as more like a letter in the mail./return You can ask questions, but you’ll just be talking to yourself, all right?/return”


      Something inside the Misaka network.


      Something surpassing even Last Order, their command tower.


      On a system level, this was impossible.


      Number One was distrustful that the Third Season, which Misaka Worst was involved in, had anything to do with this, but then he arrived at another possibility. Despite Last Order telling him that she wouldn’t be able to reply, he couldn’t help but grit his teeth and say it.


      “The…collective will of the Misaka network?!”


      It was unlike the angel-like being or Aiwass…but it was still something Academy City had created.


      Perhaps it was best called a third being.


      “I’m sure there’s a weird mood in the air now that the incident is over./return”


      The girl’s mouth produced someone else’s voice as though playing back a prerecorded speech.


      “Accelerator, do you really think that if you abandon the somewhat stable life you have now and throw yourself into battle to root out the city’s secrets that you’ll be doing something righteous?/escape Or do you want to clean everything up before you fall to hell?/escape In that case, all of it is a viewpoint someone else is guiding you to, so you don’t have to worry about it./return Also, you’re not being cool like you might think you are or anything./return”


      “What are you—?”


      “What are you talking about? I bet that’s what you just said./escape Just quit it./backspace Let’s skip the pointless questions, Accelerator./return The way you hide your bashfulness is normally cute,/backspace but right now it’s just a nuisance./return”


      And whoever it was, they continued.


      “I’ll get to the point./return Right now, you’ll be thinking this./return I abandoned what I needed to do by settling into an easier life./return …But/backspace that’s really stupid./return You’re thinking about it totally backward./return You’re the number one monster here, which means for you, easier means easier battles, easier violence, and, well, easier victories, I guess./escape You know I’m right./return That’s the monster you were developed to be./return You’re about to let yourself drift down a path defined by someone else, about to run down a road that naturally leads to bloodshed and tragedy./escape”


      “……”


      “Which is why I’m saying you’ve got it backward./return Accelerator, you’re probably having doubts as to your own existence right now./return That’s not a bad thing./return But/backspace don’t let that rattle you into taking the easy way out./return I’m not lending you my calculation regions just so you can come to a stupid answer like that./return”


      The girl shrugged a little. It was an awfully unfitting gesture.


      “Struggle for someone else’s sake./return Struggle in a way that’s honestly hard for you./return …If I wanted to, I could discharge the memory data of the dead individuals who still remain in the network and give you clear yes or no answers./return But/backspace if I did, it would ruin everything, so I’m not gonna./return Only the ones who were killed can understand their feelings—I’ll leave it at that for you./return If you really want to run away down the easier path and become a cheap monster, I’ll beat you down into a hell two times bigger than whatever it is you’re imagining./return”


      Stagger. The girl swayed.


      “Also, I’m entrusting you with Last Order and Misaka Worst, but if you ask me, I’d rather be poking my nose into my dear Kamijou’s affairs./return And I’m being serious./return He’s just so vulnerable that you can’t leave him alone./return Please don’t make me use my valuable ‘ticket’ on something like this again./return”


      And that was it.


      The message must have been done, because the small girl flopped over.


      The woman in a white interview suit glanced around.


      She in a space underneath School District 3 that had, until yesterday, held Academy City’s number two esper. Nobody was here now, though, and all traces of the sheer white Dark Matter randomly distributed throughout had completely vanished. And with everything extraneous having already been removed, the place had the loneliness of an empty classroom.


      “…I never get used to this kind of thing. It irritates me when I have less numbers to work with, even if it was a very minor reduction.”


      In her hand rested an object about the size of a chewing gum container. It was a voice recorder. Bringing its small microphone to her lips, the woman in the white interview suit continued her memo.


      “Dark Matter is completely gone, as predicted. I’ve stripped the surface from the floor, walls, and ceiling—forty places in total—for samples that I’ve asked the facility to analyze. I doubt they’ll find anything, though.”


      Krr-keee-kree-ka-ka-kree-kr-kr-kreee!!! There was a series of quiet sounds, like someone dragging nails across a surface. The woman in the white interview suit took a device out of her pocket. It was about the size of a commuter pass holder. She checked the screen on it and saw the results displayed there: Instances of a certain term had been on the rise in multiple bulletin boards and social media comments on the internet.


      “I’ve verified the urban legend related to Number Two. It took far too little time to have occurred spontaneously. I also doubt the person himself—or, well, the current Number Two—would spread it of his own volition. I think this new Number Two has caught the notice of someone in Academy City’s dark underbelly. Tagging it yellow, given the level of attention they’re giving him.”


      She put the device back in her inside pocket, then walked slowly through the vast space, talking to herself.


      “Details regarding Number One are unknown. I injected the ‘malice,’ but whether it blossoms or not remains to be seen. My personal opinion is that he is wasted as he is now. Number Two changed so much, and in such entertaining ways, that Number One feels rather dull in comparison. It would be exquisite if things were a little more grotesque there, especially when it comes to those wings.”


      Suddenly, she came to a stop.


      “…Due to her contact with Number Two, Rikou Takitsubo’s progress has been excellent. Tagging it gold.”


      Standing in the center of the vast space, she looked directly overhead as she spoke.


      “Fremea Seivelun goes without saying. Confirmed incidental operation of Agitate Halation. Tagging it platinum as a new possibility for Level Zero espers. Careful, meticulous attention will be warranted when the time comes to harvest that human resource.”


      After finishing her sentence, the woman in the white interview suit flicked the switch on her voice recorder.


      For a time, she thought.


      Eventually, having tied her ideas together in her head, she turned it on again.


      “Fräulein Kreutune is outside my jurisdiction—a fact that I am not satisfied with… That said, as far as I’ve observed, her inability to be killed, her desire for friends, and the possibility that she was being controlled regardless of her own principles are all properties that seem to resemble those of an AIM diffusion field aggregate. It’s possible Hyouka Kazakiri was used as a baseline reference. That would link Fräulein Kreutune, Hyouka Kazakiri, Dragon, and… No, perhaps I’m reading too much into this to find a link between them and the General Board chairman, hooked up to his life support equipment. Then again, by that hypothesis, there’s a link between the chairman and Dragon, too… In any case, she is a fascinating topic for investigation.”


      She flipped the switch to off.


      Then on again.


      She repeated that a few times.


      “Details unknown regarding the individuals who entered Academy City. Phenomena similar to those observed during World War III and in Baggage City have been noted. They’re outside my jurisdiction, too. We will leave that to a separate team, whether or not such a thing exists, and continue to…”


      The woman trailed off, then cocked her head.


      The silence continued for a few moments.


      Eventually, she sighed and let go of the voice recorder.


      When the small device hit the floor, she stomped on it with her pump, crushing it. And then, in a voice she couldn’t afford anyone to overhear, she said this.


      “Ugh. I’m sure not acting like a Kihara here…”


      Thor, Marianne Sringeneier, and Mjölnir were walking through the property of an industrial port on the shore of Tokyo Bay in order to sneak onto one of the many cargo ships here. They weren’t going home by ship but were heading to an airport in a country whose security was lax.


      “We let her out of our grasp so easily. Fräulein Kreutune was the last piece of the Gungnir puzzle, remember? Othinus said we couldn’t get anywhere without a holistic esper. Now what?”


      A clattering followed Marianne’s words. As always, the girl (?) in the form of an oil drum was pointlessly agreeing with her.


      Thor shrugged. “We decided who would be in charge of what beforehand, right? I would borrow Mjölnir’s power to pin down Fräulein Kreutune. You would use your human modification abilities to change her into a restrained state. Then we would bring her out of the city with us… But she went way crazier than any of us thought, right from the beginning. There was nothing we could have done to change things. Even I wasn’t able to pull it off, and I’m the guy in charge of direct combat. We would have gotten kicked to the curb even if you two left the backstage to come help me out.”


      “You? The one crowned with a name, albeit an old one, of omnipotence?” Marianne frowned.


      “We’re talking about Fräulein Kreutune here,” replied Thor off-handedly. “And besides, omnipotence only goes so far as people can imagine it. Don’t go expecting magic god levels of omnipotence—they’re way too far beyond that.”


      That was when they heard the clunk.


      The shoulder strap of a cooler box dug into Thor’s shoulder. He’d hit the box with his arm.


      “What’s that?”


      “Just a bit of bootlicking. With this, we might still be able to do something about the spear.”


      But as Thor tried to explain further, his mouth froze.


      It was sudden.


      He hadn’t decided to stop talking—no.


      The magic god Othinus.


      The girl, who looked fourteen or so on the outside, had suddenly appeared out of the dark in the industrial port.


      She wore a witch’s hat and an eyepatch over one eye. She had on a mantle over her leather attire. She was dressed in a way that might have made someone from this country mistake her outfit for a disguise.


      Her lone eye fell on Thor.


      He and the others faltered.


      “Are you sure you should be here? We’re right at the enemy’s doorstep,” said Thor.


      “Distance is meaningless. What’s important is to stay out of sight,” said Othinus before smoothly changing the topic. “Anyway, what of Fräulein Kreutune?”
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      “Does it look like we succeeded?”


      “I thought I ordered you to bring Fräulein Kreutune to me.”


      “If you’re going to do it, then do it,” said Thor, sounding uninterested, casually tossing the cooler box at Othinus.


      The impact undid the clasps holding the lid closed.


      Othinus’s expression didn’t change. She wasn’t looking inside the box at all.


      Instead, it was Marianne whose face became one of amazement.


      “Is that…?”


      “Academy City’s Number Two.”


      Thor pointed to several clear bags he’d stuffed inside the cooler box…or more accurately, at the organs, frozen hard inside the packs.


      “Raw pieces of him, rather. I’m not sure whether you can even call this Teitoku Kakine. But we needed someone durable, right? In a way, this stuff is even tougher than Fräulein Kreutune. We might be able to get to a holistic esper this way.”


      Othinus remained silent.


      Marianne, however, interrupted. “Didn’t we need someone who wasn’t tainted by either sorcery or science?”


      “Modifying Kakine himself might not have worked. But this here is an emblem of creation. Why not use it to make a puppet from nothing?”


      Marianne looked over to Othinus. Mjölnir never did anything except for follow suit.


      Othinus remained silent for a time, but eventually, she opened her mouth to say the very same thing in the very same way.


      “I thought I ordered you to bring Fräulein Kreutune to me.”


      “Then go get her yourself,” said Thor with a casual jerk of his thumb over his shoulder. “But her properties have already changed. She no longer has the factor required for making the spear. I don’t think she’ll help us much, even if you kidnap her now.”


      “Marianne,” said Othinus.


      The dark-skinned girl assumed she was asking if it was theoretically possible—or just for confirmation.


      But she was wrong.


      Bang!!!


      With a dull noise, Thor’s right arm suddenly came off his shoulder.


      “Gah…?”


      The pain seemed to lag behind.


      Only after Thor’s limb hit the ground did he finally scream.


      “G​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​a​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​h​?!”


      “You say humans aren’t your only specialty, Marianne, but they are one of them. Reconnect him later.”


      Ignoring Thor as he curled up in intense pain, Othinus kicked the lid of the cooler box closed. She grabbed the shoulder strap and lifted it.


      Marianne looked back and forth between the screaming Thor and Othinus but eventually made up her mind and spoke.


      “Uh, Othinus?”


      “What? I’ve no intention of amusing myself with your attempts at peacemaking. They border on dependence. Are you aware of that?”


      “That’s not what I mean, Othinus!!!” Frantically, Marianne pointed at the magic god’s right shoulder.


      Inside her mantle, something went gshhh and lost its shape.


      It was obvious that ignoring all the normal joint connections, her arm was trying to fall off.


      “…Ugh. The infinite possibilities or what have you must have leaned toward the fifty percent negative side.”


      Before her arm completely fell off, she used her other hand to grab it through her mantle and force it back on. There was a series of wet squelches. Inside her mantle, there seemed to be a lot of bleeding, but the magic god’s face remained stoic. There was no telling how long the wound would last.


      A being whose every wish was within reach.


      A being who always had a 50 percent failure rate, no matter what she did.


      Such was Othinus. And because of that, her objective was very simple.


      Eliminate the negative 50 percent.


      Attain a positive 100 percent and use her power freely.


      And as for the items she needed to accomplish that…


      “The final piece has been accounted for. Let’s set about creating the spear.”


      After Othinus left, Marianne picked up detached limb and headed back to Thor.


      “…I’ll do it myself.”


      Thor grabbed his severed arm with his hand, bloodied from reflexively clutching at the open wound.


      “But—”


      “Could you leave me alone? Sorry,” Thor squeezed out between clenched teeth. “I’ll be honest. I think I’m gonna cry, and I don’t want you two to see that. Damn it. Othinus hasn’t changed a bit. Tells me not to come back empty-handed, then doesn’t see how I risked my own life to balance the accounts.”


      “You did well.”


      “But I couldn’t grant her number one wish… Right. That’s why I want to cry. Not because it hurts or because I think I’m pathetic. Because I’m alive. Just barely alive. And I’m happy about it.”


      “Don’t worry. I would have pissed myself in your shoes.”


      Marianne snapped her fingers and headed toward the cargo ship, the oil drum–shaped girl (?) in tow.


      After making sure nobody was around anymore, Thor let out a shallow breath.


      And quietly, he thought.


      …Just as planned. I’ve finally infiltrated them.


      Thor casually twirled his arm around. With a lightness that implied he might start humming a tune, he popped the end of the arm back into his shoulder.


      He didn’t need to chant anything in particular for it.


      Nor had he relied on the power of talismans or wonder drugs.


      But something magical had happened. With pale lights, the arm reattached. His five fingers already responded to his mind, and he was able to open and close them.


      Clearly, that was not a spell Thor possessed.


      In fact, he wasn’t Thor to begin with.


      …It was difficult, though, just putting Thor together to sneak in. I also needed some kind of powerful guard. And not just bringing in Fräulein Kreutune normally. First, I let Othinus know her perfect plan has fallen apart to rattle her nerves. Then I suggest an unforeseen substitute. There was a possibility that Othinus’s judgement might have been impaired after she was shaken like that.


      Still, that wouldn’t have been enough to fool a magic god like Othinus.


      Because she was intrinsically someone who made the impossible possible.


      She was powerful enough to see through any disguise an average sorcerer attempted at a mere glance.


      In which case.


      That had to mean.


      The only one who could fool a magic god was someone who had set one foot into the domain of magic gods himself.


      The true identity of the one who had, at this very moment, infiltrated Gremlin—was Ollerus.


      Anyway.


      Ollerus intentionally tied a rag around his right shoulder, even though his limb was already perfectly connected. He also left his bloodied hand as it was, before he headed to the cargo ship moored in the industrial port.


      …I’m in. And I got proof that Fiamma of the Right and his insanely strong right hand can act utterly undetected even in an arena with so many powerful individuals. With that, our preparations, too, are complete.


      Gremlin.


      He was now being guided straight to the headquarters of the magic god Othinus, who was hurrying to complete the spear.


      Which means it’s time for a little counterattack. We’ll cheat and deceive one another right inside their home.


      Meanwhile, the real Thor had gone over Academy City’s outer wall and then some, before settling down on a park bench.


      “…Damn it. Didn’t think he’d break ’em both at the same time. Now I can’t even zip my fly.”


      He used a nearby fallen branch as a splint, using his mouth to tighten the cloth stabilizing his hands. He also had the gunshot wound; he needed to prepare a healing spell, which he couldn’t do with only the stuff around here.


      And yet Thor didn’t look the least bit displeased.


      He hadn’t had a reason to spare Touma Kamijou’s life, but he didn’t have a reason to kill him, either. From start to finish, Thor’s goal had been to gain experience points. There was no value in stepping stones he had already passed; because of that, he had stopped feeling the drive to destroy.


      Of course.


      That would change if the young man grew into his next stepping stone.


      Ollerus should have disguised himself as me and snuck into Gremlin by now. I thought he was crazy when he offered me the deal in Academy City, but…


      If Thor had refused, Ollerus would have used force to get his way regardless. Which may have ended with Thor buried underground, of course.


      Thor’s reason for accepting the deal was simple.


      Hawaii, Baggage City…


      After seeing those disturbances, he’d become disgusted with them.


      That all aside… Now what?


      The moment he’d made that deal with Ollerus, he stopped being a part of Gremlin. Nevertheless, he wasn’t worrying about where to return to or where to set off toward now.


      If all goes well, Othinus will come to kill me. But if I betray Ollerus now, he’ll probably come to kill me.


      At a glance, he was caught between a rock and a hard place. Both of the sorcerers were in the realm of magic gods, after all.


      However.


      When Thor was doing the measuring, things were a bit different.


      …All right, then. Which of them should I choose? Which “next step” will be more entertaining?


      The world spread out endlessly.


      And the choices he could pick from were just as endless.


      Once, someone asked:


      “What are you even after? What do I get out of deciding to help you?”


      Once, someone answered:


      “‘My’ goal is to rescue Fräulein Kreutune. Just like you all.”


      In a way, that goal had been accomplished.


      But the only perfect part of it had been that first objective.


      The hero who had the power to slay the evil king was happy. Because everyone told him what he should use his power for.


      The magic god who simply had immense power no longer sought reasons to destroy.


      The one who should have become a magic god didn’t even realize that he’d wandered from the proper way to wield his power.


      This is that sort of story.

    
  


  
    
      CLOSING PARTY


      It may have seemed like the incident was over.


      But the answer to one question, the very first of them all, remained unknown.


      “Who on earth is that girl clinging to your back like that?!”


      It happened one November day. In the plaza was a nun in white named Index, with silver hair and blue eyes, who had drawn herself up to her full height. In front of her was a spiky-haired boy, who had been made to sit seiza. Thinking about it, Kamijou was the one renting the apartment and Index was just a freeloader, so the whole thing reeked of unfair treatment. But it was strange how when you went back through all the events leading to this, it still felt like it wasn’t enough.


      Then Kamijou answered her.


      “Oh, uh, well, her name is Fräulein Kreutune, and—”


      “Why is she clinging to your back?”


      “Well, Cendrillon—she got shrunk down or made younger or something—and we made a replica with her help, and when we fed it to Fräulein Kreutune, it affected her in a weird way, so even though she lost her function, her body’s structure changed a little or something like that!”


      “Why is she clinging to your back?”


      “Maybe because she proved her brain-eating function was gone by hugging her friend—I don’t know; something weird definitely slipped in there, though!!! She has a hugging habit, and your good friend Kamijou just isn’t an expert in that stuff! I saw her hug Misaka before, too, so this isn’t anything weird or perverted or anything!!!”


      Kamijou desperately defended himself, feeling like his head was about to be eaten regardless of any functions. Index growled like a wild dog for a while but eventually seemed to give up. She exhaled.


      “Well, I guess you’re just the same as ever… Anyway, I’ve got something to say.”


      “What?”


      “Welcome home.”


      “Yes, it’s good—no, amazing to be here,” he joked, a little bashful.


      This time, his head got chomped for real.

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hello again to those buying one at a time and pleased to meet you to those who bought them all at once.


      I’m Kazuma Kamachi.


      Saints; a Valkyrie; the boss of a sorcerer’s society; a former human table; Numbers One, Two, Three, and Four (…and Five?); a thunder god; a magic god; Fräulein Kreutune… This bowl of story sure was piled high. How did you like it? Even aside from the main heroine, I tried my hand at a theme that showed the limits of humanity, both science-wise and sorcery-wise, with everyone from Cendrillon to the white rhinoceros beetle.


      Also, in terms of its system, Thor’s driving force is similar to what Accelerator’s was at the beginning. Basically, he’s what happens when you keep on growing in that state without crossing the line.


      There are several instances of surprising tie-ins with characters who barely get any dialogue and don’t really seem to have much to do with the story…at first. If you have some time, try looking more at those.


      A big thanks to my illustrator Haimura and my editor Miki. This book was probably a real pain, considering the constant battles that cropped up and all the gimmicks involved with them. Thank you, once again, for sticking with me.


      And thank you to all my readers as well. How did you enjoy the first story set in Academy City in a while? I hope you’ll continue to stick with me as well.


      Now then, as you close the pages,


      and as I pray you will open the pages again next time,


      here and now, I lay down my pen.


      I get the feeling Cendrillon will come in handy for several things


      Kazuma Kamachi

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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