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      Chapter 191: More Visitors

      With their respective goals and desires on the line, Akira and Yumina had fought each other to the death, and Akira had won.

      The boy had found killing necessary to survive the back alleys of the slums. And ever since escaping his old life and becoming a hunter, the number of those he had killed—whether monsters or humans—had continued to climb.

      In his old slum days, he’d had nothing to speak of—now, among other things, he had a fit, muscular body, clean clothes, and a roof over his head. And he no longer had to worry about where his next meal was going to come from. He owned powerful gear and weaponry to protect himself, and had earned an unimaginable sum of money. And he’d met someone he absolutely had never wanted to see die—someone he’d certainly never wanted to kill.

      Yet in the end, he’d slain her too and survived once more.

      At first, he’d tried not to grieve for her. What right did he have to be sad, when he himself had ended her life? How arrogant would that be? But when he’d woken up in the hospital, Shizuka had embraced him and given him permission to cry, telling him it was okay to mourn.

      So Akira had bawled in her arms, mourning the loss of his special someone from the bottom of his heart. It no longer mattered that he’d been the one to kill her—losing a loved one was tragic all the same. This firsthand experience and understanding was yet another thing Akira had gained from winning that fight.

      Still, many more battles lay ahead. And Akira would continue to gain, learn, and experience even more that he hadn’t been able to obtain in the slums—as long as he kept surviving.

      ◆

      When he could cry no more, Akira sighed deeply in Shizuka’s arms. Noticing his tears had finally stopped, she gently released him and stepped away. Then she smiled—he looked calmer. He would probably be fine now.

      “Um...” he began, embarrassed by his behavior. “Th-Thank you. I...feel a whole lot better, actually.”

      “You’re very welcome. I can tell you’re in a much better mood now. Well then, I should probably be going. I’d like to stick around a little longer and chat some more, but visitors’ hours are almost over already, it looks like. Time really flew, huh?”

      Then Akira realized he’d been clinging to Shizuka and crying for longer than he thought. He gave her a stiff, awkward smile to hide his bashfulness. Seeing right through him, she found his reaction amusing—but also reassuring. He wasn’t trying to cover up his sorrow or act tough. Most likely, he hadn’t completely recovered from Yumina’s death yet, but if he was able to smile like that, at least he was now looking forward instead of backward.

      Thank goodness, Shizuka thought, glad that she had been able to play a part in helping him and grateful for the opportunity to do so.

      “Now be sure to rest,” she instructed. “I mean it. When I see you back at my store, I want you to be in tip-top shape. Understand?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. You got it!”

      Shizuka gave him one last smile and returned his nod before leaving the room. Once she was gone, Akira felt Alpha’s gaze on him.

      What are you staring at me for?

      Hm? Oh, one sec. Alpha wrapped Akira in her embrace. But Alpha only existed within his augmented vision, so he didn’t actually feel anything. As she pressed his face against her chest, the shape of her breasts changed as if they were real and soft, but the only effect they had on Akira was to obstruct his vision.

      What’s this all about, Alpha? Akira muttered with a puzzled frown.

      Alpha released him and gave him a teasing, melodramatic sigh. So hugging me doesn’t have the same effect unless you can feel me with your whole body? I guess touching me with just your hands isn’t the same as the embrace of a real woman, is it?

      For a moment, Akira looked even more confused, but then he realized what Alpha was getting at. Since he’d lost the use of both hands during the battle in the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins, he was currently wearing prosthetics while undergoing treatment. Alpha had reprogrammed his prosthetic hands so that he could now “touch” her, or at least simulate the experience. As the memory surfaced, it reminded him of his reaction when he’d felt her breasts like pillows in his hands for the first time. In an effort to hide his embarrassment, he lay back down on the hospital bed, covering his head with the sheets. I’m tired, okay?! Night!

      Very well. You do need your rest, after all, she said. Sweet dreams.

      Akira hadn’t disliked Shizuka’s embrace at all—rather, he’d enjoyed it—and was glad that she’d let him cry in her arms. But Alpha’s words flustered him all the same.

      In other words, he’d recovered enough from Yumina’s death to feel something besides grief.

      ◆
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