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      Chapter 168: Visitors


      Following the Iida Commercial District Ruins incident, Akira’s injuries had once again landed him in the hospital. Upon awakening, he had immediately received visits from Shiori, who wanted him to transfer ownership of the white card to Reina’s group, and from Kibayashi, who sought Akira’s permission to negotiate on the boy’s behalf for the rights to the Old World automatons. Akira had listened to each request and had readily agreed to both.


      Now, thanks to a treatment procedure that would set him back seventy million aurum, he was already completely healed—yet just listening to his two visitors had left him thoroughly exhausted, and he lay back down on the bed to rest. The doctor overseeing his care was expected to appear shortly to take care of the paperwork for his release, but he could take a quick nap in the meantime.


      Or so he thought. Before the doctor showed up, Akira had two more visitors—Sheryl and Inabe.


      ◆


      A short time earlier, Sheryl was hard at work at her base when she got a call from Inabe.


      “Why, Mr. Inabe, it’s so good to hear from you! To what do I owe the pleasure?”


      “I just got word that Akira’s finally awake from his comatose state at the hospital,” said the executive, “and I was thinking it might finally be time to introduce myself. I’d like to accompany you when you decide to visit him, so what’s your schedule look like? I’d prefer to head there right away if possible. Sheryl? Are you there? Sheryl?”


      At the sound of her name, Sheryl recovered from her shock, barely holding back a shriek and forcing herself to appear calm. “My apologies, I was just checking my schedule. Yes, I’m free right now.”


      “Very well. Then I’ll send for a car and pick you up in thirty minutes.”


      “Thank you very much. I’ll see you later, then.”


      She hung up and instantly let out a deep sigh, desperately trying to keep her body from quivering.


      Akira could have died out there, and she would never have been the wiser! The dawning realization that her worst fears had very nearly come true seemed to crush her, and it was all she could do to keep from collapsing on the spot.




      The moment she entered Akira’s room at the hospital and saw he was alive and well, Sheryl felt a wave of relief. Less than an hour ago, she’d had no idea he was even hospitalized, and after hearing from Inabe that Akira had been rushed to the hospital in critical condition, she’d been extremely worried that his life might still be in danger even after he regained consciousness. Now, with her fears put to rest, her smile shone even brighter than usual.


      Meanwhile, Akira caught sight of Sheryl entering, and he sat up with a hint of irritation on his face. “Now you’re here too? What do you want?”


      “I heard you were at the hospital and had just woken up,” she replied. “I was worried, so I came to check up on you.”


      Akira looked skeptical. “And that’s all?”


      “Yes, honestly. Your injuries are mostly healed now, correct? I heard you were in an awful state.”


      “I was, but I’m fine now. Any treatment that costs seventy mil like that had better work.”


      “S-Seventy million, you say... My, that’s quite the expensive procedure.”


      “Well, yeah. It was spendy, but also pretty high-tech, I guess. I mean, I’m as good as new.” At first, he’d been a little suspicious of Sheryl’s arrival, thinking she, like his previous two visitors, had brought another troublesome proposal. But now, hearing that she had only come to check on him, he felt more relaxed.


      Then he noticed Inabe standing behind her, and his gaze became wary once more.


      “So, Sheryl, who’s this guy?” he asked.


      That was a disrespectful way to refer to one of the city’s top brass—or at least, Sheryl thought so and panicked a little. But she didn’t dare speak up and scold Akira, lest he get angry. So she was forced to maintain a balancing act between keeping Inabe happy and not upsetting Akira.


      The official, on the other hand, had never expected a hunter from the slums to know the first thing about etiquette to begin with—and Akira was the only person who knew the true source of the Old World terminals Sheryl had brought to Inabe. Judging, therefore, that he wouldn’t stand to profit by incurring the ire of someone integral to his plan, Inabe chose to overlook Akira’s lack of courtesy. “My name is Inabe. I’m collaborating with Sheryl on her relic shop business. Has she not mentioned me before?”


      “Hm? Oh, right, come to think of it, I feel like she did mention something about that—maybe?” Akira cocked his head. Either Sheryl hadn’t explained Inabe’s involvement to Akira, or Akira hadn’t found the information important and had simply forgotten.


      Whatever the case, it didn’t really matter to Inabe—if Akira wasn’t that interested in him, then Inabe didn’t feel the need to go into detail about himself. “Anyway, that’s how I know Sheryl,” said the official. “So for now, just think of me as someone who has some pull within the city.”


      At that, Akira snorted. Inabe looked a bit astonished, especially given that he’d just admitted his influence within the government, but didn’t call the boy out on it.


      The truth was that Akira had come to associate the overlords of the city with trouble. He was neither scared of nor intimidated by people in positions of power—just irritated. In fact, he now felt even more concerned that this Inabe character would be just as much of a nuisance as Kibayashi.


      “So why are you here, then?” he asked. “Come to check up on me too, I take it?”


      “That, and I thought it was about time we met face-to-face. Judging by your reaction, it seems that you’re leaving the shop entirely to Sheryl and its management doesn’t concern you in the least. But as we’re fellow business partners all the same, I at least wanted to give you a name and face to remember me by.”


      “I see. All right, then,” Akira replied. If this was all Inabe had come here for, then his arrival might not herald any annoyances after all. Akira felt relieved, then remembered something else. “Oh, right. Sheryl, you know those relics I gave you? If I said I needed you to pay me for those as soon as you could, how soon would that be and about how much would I get?”


      Akira had delivered three collections of valuable relics, including Old World terminals, to Sheryl’s relic shop so far. He’d sold the first batch for six hundred million aurum and had been paid in full on the spot, but had yet to receive compensation for the second and third shipments. Originally, he’d been planning to ask for payment for the latter relics once the store had sold them all off.


      “A-As soon as I can, you ask?”


      “Yeah, sorry. I wish I didn’t have to press you like this, but well, some things happened.” Even with Viola helping Sheryl out, Akira wasn’t naive enough to think the girls would have the funds to pay him right away—especially since they’d just paid him six hundred million aurum not too long ago. A store wouldn’t make any money if all its inventory stayed on the shelf—only when the items sold would it start to turn a profit. Plus, items at higher prices took longer to sell and incurred greater expenses. He was aware it would be at least a little while longer before he’d see any of that money.


      This hadn’t been a problem for Akira because he’d only just recently purchased a brand-new set of gear, so he’d figured it would be some time before he’d need to replace it. As long as they paid him by that time, he could wait. And the longer he waited, the more the shop would flourish, likely leading to higher compensation for him in the end. So with this in mind, he’d intended to be patient.


      But then, during the battle in the Iida Commercial District Ruins, Akira had lost all his primary equipment and now needed to replace it as soon as he could. And due to some messy negotiations over the rights to the Old World automatons he and his team had encountered, it would apparently be some time before his accomplishments in Iida would be converted into money he could actually use. Though he had Kibayashi serving as his proxy, he couldn’t afford to be too hasty and ask the city official to try to hurry the negotiations along, or the others at the table might take advantage of him. What’s more, since he’d been in the middle of a hunter rank advancement commission from the city at the time, the city might try to raise his hunter rank in lieu of paying him actual money for his accomplishments. Finally, he’d also asked Kibayashi to try and lobby for much cheaper prices on anti-force rounds, so the fulfillment of that request might also reduce his portion of reward money.


      And so, he explained to Sheryl, it would be great if she could pay him for the relics as soon as possible.


      Hearing the reasons for Akira’s urgency, Sheryl felt greatly conflicted. “I-I see. Well, er...” Rarely did Akira ever ask Sheryl for anything, and she had no doubt his opinion of her would skyrocket if she came through for him now, when he was hard up for money.


      But to do so, she’d need to dip into her shop’s management funds, and not just for a few million—for hundreds of millions of aurum. If she wasn’t careful, she might end up sinking her whole business. She needed that money to train and pay her employees, procure more inventory, pay her shop’s security personnel, cover interior maintenance and remodeling, manage her staff, and many other things.


      Even so, she wanted to help Akira. She had toiled day after day to build her shop up into what it was now, but only for Akira’s sake. She could sacrifice it all if it meant settling her mounting debt to him. But could she bring herself to do so while Inabe was standing right next to her? She needed that store for Inabe’s plan to succeed, to retain the executive’s support in the future, and to ensure she remained in good standing with the city’s highest leadership. Wouldn’t sacrificing her business for Akira’s sake right here actually disadvantage the boy in the end?


      Still, this was a prime opportunity to be of use to him. For once, Akira was in trouble—and Sheryl was in a position to help. If she couldn’t assist him even in his time of need, Akira might decide she was useless to him. Then all her efforts would be for naught.


      What should I do? Sheryl was truly torn.


      Akira gathered from her hesitation that she wouldn’t be able to help him, and he sighed. Sensing his opinion of her was about to plummet for good, Sheryl felt even more pressured.


      Then Inabe, who hadn’t said a word since hearing Akira’s account of his financial need, finally spoke up. “In that case, I’ll give you two billion aurum right here, up front. How does that sound?”


      Akira and Sheryl gasped. Neither of them had expected Inabe, of all people, to offer a solution.


      But Inabe continued as though he hadn’t heard them. He declared that if Akira was worried about not getting paid and being able to acquire new gear until the Iida relic negotiations were over, then Inabe would just advance him the money. Later, once negotiations were settled, Akira could just pay Inabe back out of his reward money.


      The offer was technically a loan, but even if Akira’s total reward money couldn’t quite cover it, he wouldn’t need to make up the difference. Inabe would transfer the unpaid portion of the loan to Sheryl’s shop, and Sheryl could gradually pay it back as her profits grew. Akira could reimburse Sheryl later, if he so wished, or Sheryl could simply call it even and consider it Akira’s compensation for backing her gang. The two of them could hash out those details however they wanted between themselves.


      Inabe finally proposed that the two billion aurum first be deposited in Sheryl’s account as financing for her shop, after which Sheryl would transfer the money to Akira.


      Then the official took a moment to observe their reactions. Both looked thrilled at his proposal—Akira would have the money to afford new gear, and Sheryl would be able to prove to Akira her worth and that of her shop.


      Inabe then slid his gaze over to Akira and continued. “But I do have a condition, one that concerns the source of those Old World data terminals you’ve been giving Sheryl.”


      The moment he heard that, Akira’s mood soured—and Inabe wasn’t even done speaking. He was about to snap “I already told Sheryl I couldn’t reveal that!” but managed to restrain himself. Reacting before people finished was a recipe for misunderstandings, so he opted to hear Inabe out before opening his mouth.


      “Something wrong?” Inabe inquired, eyeing him.


      “No, it’s nothing,” Akira answered. “Go on.”


      “Very well. As I was saying, you’re the only one who knows where those terminals come from. I want you to promise me you’ll never divulge that information to anyone else.”


      Akira was floored—he certainly hadn’t expected this. “Er, I wasn’t going to tell anyone anyway, so you didn’t even have to ask.”


      “In that case, you won’t mind if I make it a condition, right?”


      “W-Well, yeah.”


      “Good, that’s the first condition. Second, in the event you come across more Old World data terminals, do not give them to anyone other than Sheryl. You’ll be selling to a relic shop in the slums, so your hunter rank won’t rise, but you’ll just have to put up with that. And third, when you do sell them, act discreetly—carrying them out in the open will draw attention. Make sure no one finds out about the sale—if there even is another batch out there to sell, that is. Does that work for you?”


      “Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem. Anything else?”


      “No, those are my only conditions. I’ll repeat them again, though, just for good measure: don’t tell anyone where the terminals came from, sell them to no one but Sheryl from now on, and make the sale discreetly. Got it? If those terms suit you, I’ll get your payment ready.”


      “Yeah, sounds good to me.”


      “Then we have an agreement.” Inabe stuck out his hand, and Akira shook it—the deal was struck. “Now then, we’ll take our leave. I’ve got a payment to prepare, after all. I’ll deposit the two billion within the next few days. Let’s go, Sheryl.”


      “Huh? Y-Yes, of course.” She wanted to talk to Akira longer, but she couldn’t very well disobey Inabe and announce she was staying behind. As disappointed as she was, she decided to leave. “At any rate, Akira, I’m glad you’re all healed up now. Be sure to take it easy and rest. Another time, then.”


      With one last parting smile, she followed Inabe out of the hospital room.




      Riding next to Inabe as they drove back, Sheryl could tell that something serious was weighing on his mind. Neither of them spoke for the entire trip, and eventually the car pulled into the Kugama Building’s parking lot. But even when the vehicle came to a halt, Inabe didn’t open the door. For what seemed like forever, the two of them sat in complete silence until, without warning, the executive spoke with a frown.


      “I’ll be honest with you, Sheryl. I had been under the impression that you’d seduced Akira into supporting you. Seeing the way you had that Katsuya fellow wrapped around your finger at the dinner party without even trying, I was certain you could bring someone like Akira under your spell if you put your mind to it. That was how you’d managed to persuade a hunter like him, skilled enough to be offered a rank advancement commission, to back your insignificant little gang at the time.” He spoke quietly—then suddenly his voice seemed to crush her as he added, “Or so I thought. But I was wrong! You didn’t even have the courage to reprimand him for speaking to me the way he did. You don’t hold any power over him at all, do you?”


      Sheryl gripped her fist tightly to keep herself from trembling.


      “Consider this two billion aurum proposal an expression of my uncertainty,” he continued. “In other words, you made me feel like I had to offer that much to keep that boy’s mouth shut. Truth be told, I even wanted to run my proposal through the Hunter Office as a commission, just to make sure he wouldn’t go back on his word. I couldn’t do that, of course, without leaking the information to third parties, but that’s how I felt, believe me.” He sighed, a sound that raised Sheryl’s anxiety even higher. “When I first agreed to cooperate with you, I asked you a question. Now, let me ask that question again.”


      Thus far, Inabe had been facing straight ahead, not even so much as glancing in Sheryl’s direction. Now, however, he turned to stare directly at her.


      “There won’t be any problems here, right?”


      His gaze was deadly serious as his eyes bore into hers.


      Sheryl didn’t look away as she replied, “No, there won’t be any problems.” Once again, she had answered Inabe with resolve.


      “Is that so? You’d better take every measure you can to make those words the truth. And if you run into trouble, you will let me know about it.” Inabe opened the door and got out. The moment he shut the door, the car sped off.


      Sheryl was still stricken with nervousness as the car drove her back to her base. Suddenly, the notification sound on her terminal rang out. In a panic, she checked the alert—a message notifying her that two billion aurum had been deposited in her account.


      Reading it, Sheryl heaved an enormous sigh. “I guess I can take this to mean he hasn’t given up on me yet.” Somehow Sheryl suspected that wasn’t exactly the case—but for now, this was how she chose to interpret it.


      ◆


      The day after his discharge from the hospital, Akira headed to Shizuka’s shop and stood in front of the shop’s door.


      But he felt too nervous to enter.


      He knew he would have to order a new set of gear from Shizuka eventually, of course, but doing so would clearly prove to her that he’d been reckless and rash enough to lose his entire old set.


      He knew she would be furious with him for pushing himself after she’d specifically warned him not to, and the guilt was keeping his feet firmly in place.


      Still, he couldn’t just stand outside the door forever. So, steeling himself, he headed in.


      Inside the shop were two others besides Shizuka—Elena and Sara, who’d arrived just before Akira. The three women noticed him come in and greeted him with warm smiles.


      Akira somehow got the feeling those smiles were hinting at something. But he was more preoccupied with how he was going to explain his equipment needs to Shizuka without upsetting her, and so didn’t dwell on other details too much. After greeting the women and engaging in some small talk, an awkward smile came to his lips. Then, bracing himself a final time, he broke the news to Shizuka that he needed another set of gear.


      But as it turned out, all his resolve had been unnecessary—because the three of them had already heard about his fierce battle even before he opened his mouth.


      “Huh?! You already know?!”


      “Yes,” replied Shizuka. “While you were hospitalized, Yumina came here and gave me the news.” Their battle against the Old World automatons in Iida, how Akira had suffered critical injuries and been forced to go to the hospital for treatment, the desperation that had driven Akira to put his life on the line, and everyone being saved thanks to his efforts—Yumina had conscientiously explained everything to Shizuka.


      Of course, as Shizuka explained, the girl hadn’t been under any obligation or duty to go out of her way to detail any of this to someone who was merely the owner of a hunter-focused general store. In fact, Yumina had been treading a fine line in divulging the personal information of another hunter who was currently in the field—especially about the hunter’s condition, which could potentially affect his earnings in the future. But having seen for herself just how fondly Akira regarded Shizuka, Yumina had thought it better for her to know and had told her everything—she just felt like that was the right thing to do.


      Shizuka gave him a gentle smile. “So relax. I’m not angry with you or anything.”


      Akira heaved a huge sigh of relief.


      Seeing this, Elena smiled wryly. “You know, it’s rather like—how should I put this?—just another day at the office for you by now.”


      Akira stared at the floor. “Yeah, can’t argue with that. Seriously, why am I always getting into these messes? Am I really just that unlucky?”


      Sara smirked. “Well, even if you are, you can’t help it, so no point in getting all down in the dumps. Things might’ve been tough, but you came back home alive. Isn’t that good enough?” She beamed, in hopes that her words would encourage him.


      They did. Akira perked up and grinned back. “Yeah, you’re right. That’s a good way to look at it, huh?”


      “Plus, you earned enough to make your struggle worth it, didn’t you? That in itself is a perk of being a hunter.”


      “I mean, I’d rather not risk my life if I can help it. My own safety’s more important than money.”


      Shizuka smiled and nodded. “That’s right, Akira. That’s the mindset you need to have. Make sure you never forget it.”


      “I won’t,” Akira nodded, completely sincere.


      “Glad to hear it.” Shizuka also smiled, satisfied. Between the four of them, Akira’s life-or-death struggle within Iida’s commercial district was now just an amusing anecdote they could look back on and laugh about.


      “Anyway, Shizuka, I’m sorry I ruined all my stuff so soon after buying it from you, but would you mind helping me replace it?”


      “Of course not! As long as you’re not reckless by choice, you can ruin all the goods you want. If it contributes to your survival in the end, I have no complaints—and it means more sales for me.” Shizuka threw in a light joke at the end to ensure that Akira didn’t get too hung up over the loss of his gear—she didn’t want him to value his equipment more than his own life. “So what budget will we be working with this time?”


      “Two billion—no, 1.8 billion aurum, please.” He’d asked Kibayashi to negotiate for the right to buy anti-force rounds on the cheap, but there was no guarantee that the official would be successful—and even if he was, Akira didn’t know how cheap they’d become. Still, he’d need those rounds regardless of the price, so he decided to reserve two hundred million just in case.


      Even so, this amount was three times his budget the last time he’d shopped there. Elena and Sara were both stunned. Shizuka was also surprised, but another emotion took precedence.


      “See here, Akira. If you’re already talking about that kind of money, it might be time to find another store to buy from,” she said with a serious look.


      “Huh?” Her suggestion struck Akira like a bolt from the blue. First he was shocked, then confused, then forlorn.


      As she watched him, Shizuka felt driven to carefully explain her reasoning for this recommendation. Her store, she told him, primarily catered to hunters in the novice to intermediate range; her inventory, too, was really only meant for hunters under rank 30. In fact, making even forty million aurum from a single sale was a huge profit for her. Shizuka strove for honesty and sincerity when dealing with her customers, but she was also a businesswoman—a part of her didn’t want to lose a customer as profitable as Akira. Still, there was a limit to what she could manage, due to both her store’s capacity and what she herself was capable of.


      And it seemed likely to her that Akira no longer had any use for the lower-end goods her store stocked. In fact, once she’d found herself having to place special orders on Akira’s behalf for goods her shop didn’t carry, she’d already known in her heart that he had outgrown any need for her establishment. She wasn’t the kind of store owner who could handle the high-priced, high performance gear Akira would need—she’d never intended for her store to deal in such goods in the first place. Last time Akira had been shopping around, the very reason she’d sent him such a massive list of guns and powered suits was because she didn’t know enough about the equipment in his price range to narrow his selection down more appropriately. Thus, if Shizuka was to continue treating Akira with as much sincerity as she had the day they’d first met, she could only recommend he switch to a higher-end store that dealt in this kind of merchandise.


      “You’ll often say things like ‘If you’re saying I should, then I will’ or ‘If it’s what you recommend, I’ll do it,’” she pointed out. “You seem to hold my opinion and judgment in high regard. So consider this my recommendation, what I’ve judged to be best for you—though it is quite a shame.” Her smile contained just a hint of sadness.


      Akira understood what she was saying and even agreed with her reasoning—being equipped with the proper gear could mean the difference between life and death. Moreover, he did trust her and knew that following her guidance would be the wisest and safest option.


      Nevertheless, he looked extremely conflicted. And in the end—in a rare display for him when Shizuka was concerned—he dug in his heels.


      “Er, if possible, I’d like to continue buying from you, though... Is there nothing you can do?”


      “I wouldn’t advise that, and I think it’d be better if you didn’t. A store catering to higher-ranked hunters will be more familiar with the gear in your price range and will be able to give you better recommendations.”


      “B-But it’s not completely impossible for you to help me, right?” Had Shizuka explicitly said that it was impossible, he would have had no choice but to back down. Since she hadn’t, however, he didn’t give up.


      At that, Elena and Sara couldn’t help snorting in amusement. Grinning, Elena turned to Shizuka. “Look, if he’s saying he’s okay with this arrangement, why not just go along with it? Isn’t it part of your job as proprietor to meet a customer’s selfish demands?”


      Shizuka’s serious expression relaxed into a smile. Then she turned to Akira and said, with the air of one acquiescing to a child’s selfishness, “Fine, you win. But be aware that I’ll be handling a lot of products outside my wheelhouse, so if I mess up and give you some bizarre recommendations, don’t get angry, okay?”


      “Y-Yes, of course! I won’t blame you at all. Thank you so much, Shizuka!” Akira grinned with delight and bowed gratefully.


      Shizuka smiled again—then scrunched up her face in mock dissatisfaction. “And here I was even prepared to let go of a big spender in order to maintain my standard of treating my customers with honesty. But the three of you just had to be so selfish! Now I have to do all this extra work so that I can carry such expensive items.”


      Elena smirked. “Oh, but think of the profits! Akira, Sara, and I have all been working hard in the wasteland, so you should put in the same kind of effort. Why should you be the only one who gets to kick back?”


      “Easy for you to say, when you have no idea what it’s like to work retail,” Shizuka teased.


      Sara chuckled and turned to Akira. “Actually, Shizuka’s been urging us to do the same thing for some time now—move to a higher-end store, she keeps saying. But Elena keeps coming up with reasons not to switch.”


      “You too, huh?”


      “Yeah. Both of us get Shizuka’s point, of course, but since we’re putting our lives on the line when we purchase our equipment, we’d rather keep getting it from someone we trust.”


      “Makes total sense to me.”


      “By the way,” Sara interjected, “what’s your hunter rank right now? I heard you accepted a hunter rank commission, so I bet it’s gone up quite a bit, right?”


      Akira thought for a moment. “Hold on, just a sec.” He took out his terminal and checked his current rank. The negotiations over the Old World automatons were still ongoing, but his destruction of a number of rogue machines had already been factored into his rank. “Looks like it’s 45.”


      Elena and Sara glanced at each other. When they turned back to him, they looked just a bit conflicted. Sara’s voice sounded almost forlorn as she spoke. “Rank 45, huh? Guess you’ve already surpassed both of us, then.”


      “For real?!”


      Elena spoke in a similarly melancholic tone as she picked up where Sara had left off. “We’re both rank 40, you see. I think that’s probably the reason Shizuka’s been badgering us to change stores.”


      Like Akira, Elena and Sara were serious relic hunters. They’d been operating in the wasteland for many years, running risks and raising their ranks. Since meeting Akira, their hunter work had taken a turn for the better, and despite the challenges they’d faced, their progress had mostly been steady. They had continued to proactively seek out jobs, most recently pouring their efforts into monster hunting and relic gathering in the depths of the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins, which had bolstered their growth as hunters even further.


      Their current rank of 40 was the result of all their struggles as relic hunters up until then. Very few hunters based in Kugamayama ever achieved this level—only the cream of the crop, in other words.


      And yet, here was Akira, a child who’d only recently begun his journey as a hunter, surpassing them just like that. Both women couldn’t help but feel the sting to their pride as professionals.


      But they tried to act as cheerfully as possible. After all, they were genuinely glad to see Akira grow so rapidly in such a short time, though their other emotions kept them from praising him wholeheartedly. So they sought to disguise their feelings by looking happy and joking around.


      “Well, we both kinda figured you’d pass us up eventually,” Sara said with a small smile. “We just didn’t think it’d be this soon.”


      Elena turned a teasing grin onto him. “I guess that means we’ll have to call you our senior now, huh?”


      Akira, with his lack of interpersonal skills, took their attitudes at face value and was genuinely at a loss for how to respond. Even he could tell that he might upset them with a thoughtless show of humility, like saying he “still had a long way to go” or something similar, but no other response came to mind.


      Moreover, he had a pretty good idea why his hunter rank had climbed so high in such a short span of time—a little support from Yajima and Yoshioka behind the scenes. In order to salvage the reputations of the mechs they’d manufactured, both companies found it in their best interests to make the hunter who’d kicked their products to the curb have as high a rank as possible. Akira suspected that the companies had pulled a few strings behind the scenes, and that his rank now overestimated his actual ability.


      But he didn’t dare tell Elena and Sara that—if he did, he’d have to divulge what had driven the companies to do so in the first place. The recent gang war in the slums had been spearheaded by none other than Kugamayama City itself, and Yajima and Yoshioka had been coconspirators. It would be bad if he leaked information incriminating the city to those who weren’t in the loop—and all the more so if they were Elena and Sara. Even Akira understood that much.


      Then, how should he answer? Akira mulled this over. He’d come a long way since escaping the back alleys of the slums to become a relic hunter. While he was still green in many respects, his communication skills had developed at least slightly over time, and now he employed everything he’d learned in that regard to the fullest.


      “Oh—er, well, calling me your senior feels like a little much. I might have grown in rank, but that doesn’t account for my lack of experience, you know? I still have a lot to learn about being a hunter, so I’d like you and Sara to continue mentoring me, if that’s okay with you.”


      Looking at Akira’s expression, it was clear to Elena and Sara he’d strained every brain cell he had to come up with that response. They realized how trivial their own hang-ups were, and their negative feelings melted away. Akira admired them so much that he’d tried his best to be considerate of their emotions in order to preserve the relationship he currently had with them. Seeing this, the two women felt quite ashamed to have let such a minor concern get the best of them.


      They glanced at each other again and couldn’t help laughing. Now they were back to their usual cheerful selves.


      “Oh yeah?” Elena said with a grin. “Then, Sara, how about we take him up on that and mentor him for a little while longer?”


      “Sounds good to me,” Sara said happily. “Our star pupil better not let us down!”


      “Of course!” Akira nodded, overjoyed.


      Then Shizuka cut in. “In that case, why not jump right in and offer that expertise of yours by helping Akira choose what gear he should buy? To be honest, with his budget of 1.8 billion, I don’t even know the first place to begin. So lend us a hand.”


      Elena looked startled. “Hold up, Shizuka! It’s not like we’re familiar with the ins and outs of superexpensive gear either, you know?”


      “Oh, stop making excuses and just help out. You’re both aiming to become highly ranked hunters someday, so you must have at least given the matter some thought or looked into it a little. Rack your brains and think back on those memories. If you’re calling yourself Akira’s mentors, you owe him at least that much.”


      Before Shizuka’s tongue-lashing, Elena could no longer refuse and smiled resignedly. “All right, all right, fine! First, let’s hear what features Akira has in mind. Akira?”


      “Uh, er, well... What features would be good?”


      That was a question no one present had the knowledge to actually answer, which more or less set the stage for the ensuing discussion regarding his new gear. They spent quite a while hemming and hawing without making any real headway, but Akira enjoyed his time with them all the same.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 169: A Luxurious Bath


      Until he could procure new equipment, Akira decided to once again put hunter work on hold. He had yet to order any of it—or even to decide what he wanted, for that matter. He was still stuck at the stage of having Shizuka, Elena, and Sara help him explore his options, so it would be quite some time before he was kitted out once more. Still, he wasn’t about to just blow 1.8 billion without carefully considering and researching his options first. The more expensive a product was, the more important it was to look into it to avoid buyer’s remorse.


      However, he wasn’t in a time crunch, so there was no need to rush. If Kibayashi’s negotiations went well, he’d be able to buy anti-force rounds at an extreme discount, so in that sense, it was even better for him to wait.


      With that in mind, he decided to take things easy for the time being.


      During this period, he stopped by Sheryl’s base one day to make an appearance. Unlike in the past, he didn’t head up to Sheryl’s room but rather sat in a chair on a floor of her base that had been repurposed into a break area of sorts. This was typically where the members of her gang and the employees of her shop came to take a breather—but at the moment, Akira was the only one here. Not that the others were barred from entry—rather, everyone who came here to relax took one look at the destructive land mine sitting in the corner of the room and fled.


      But Akira hadn’t come here specifically to disrupt the others on their break. Sheryl had asked him to place himself in a relatively conspicuous area, so that those inside and outside the gang alike could see that her patron was still alive and well. Relic hunting was a dangerous profession, in which one could kick the bucket at any time, so if a hunter didn’t show their face for quite a while, many would naturally assume that they’d perished out in the wasteland. In other words, it was important for Sheryl to show Akira off from time to time to let everyone know he was alive.


      Sheryl would forgive the grunts and newbies in her gang for distancing themselves from Akira when he was near. But she would not tolerate that kind of behavior from her officers. She’d forced them all to greet Akira whenever they saw him. And if Akira ever spoke to them, even if he was just making obligatory small talk or asking about the status of the gang or the relic shop, they were required to respond. Thanks to their own respective experiences with the boy, her current officers—Erio, Aricia, Nasya, and Lucia—spoke to Akira with the same level of caution one might use when traversing a minefield. The other children in the gang saw this, reaffirmed in their minds that Sheryl’s officers were made of tougher stuff, and found their respect for said officers rising even higher.


      Katsuragi entered the room, casually striding up to the same Akira Sheryl’s officers regarded with such caution. The children watching from afar were awed by the merchant’s courage.


      He sat down opposite Akira and immediately began speaking. “So, Akira, it sounds like you earned quite a lot this time too. In that case, how about buying something from me? No, no, I know you already have another store you’re on good terms with, but it’s not good to get too attached to one outlet, now, is it? It’s the same as buying up inventory—rather than getting everything from the same supplier, using multiple routes promotes a healthier business.”


      Even as Katsuragi sought to persuade Akira, however, he knew from previous experiences not to get his hopes up—in truth, his only reason for coming here was to convince his business partners that he was actually making an effort to sway the boy. If he pushed too hard and angered Akira, the boy might not even buy any more recovery medicine from him. Moreover, the small arms the merchant had sold to Sheryl for her subordinates to use had also been a significant chunk of his sales, and while he wasn’t involved with the dealings on the top floor, Katsuragi had greatly profited from Sheryl’s relic shop as well. All that would go out the window if Akira tattled on Katsuragi to Sheryl, so to avoid ruffling Akira’s feathers, Katsuragi urged the boy half-heartedly, knowing deep down he was wasting his breath.


      But ironically enough, Katsuragi’s reserved approach was what finally did the trick. Akira had warmed up to Katsuragi quite a bit over time, but there was still a part of him that saw the merchant as a swindler, someone who always approached him with some ulterior motive. However, Katsuragi’s self-restraint here told Akira there was no hidden motive behind this discussion, and that the merchant was approaching him with an honest request.


      “In that case,” the boy asked, “can you get me a truck and a bike?”


      Katsuragi was taken aback by this unexpected order. “Huh? I-If I do, you’ll actually buy them?”


      “You’re the one who said I could buy anything I wanted from you, right?”


      “W-Well, yes, I did say that, but I’m just surprised you changed your mind so suddenly. I’ve asked you to patronize my business many times before, and you’ve mostly turned me down.”


      “Er, well, I’m asking you because the bike you got for me last time was so useful,” he said.


      This wasn’t exactly a lie, but neither was it his main reason. Shizuka, Elena, and Sara had their hands full right now helping him get his powered suit and gun, so he didn’t want to burden Shizuka even more by asking her to order a vehicle and a bike on top of that. He’d left purchasing those two items on the back burner—but now that Katsuragi was here, he reasoned, perhaps the merchant would order them for him instead.


      Katsuragi immediately donned his business smile. “Then I’m glad I can be of service! Now then, what kind of truck and bike did you have in mind?”


      “The bike can be the same as before, or maybe an even better model. As for the truck...” Akira mulled this over. “I’ll need one big enough to fit the bike inside. And as for its performance, just make sure the model’s comparable to the bike.”


      A top-of-the-line bike would be useful during both combat and ruin exploration, but it couldn’t carry as much as a truck. It was better to compromise on the bike’s performance so that he could also afford a large vehicle to pack ammo and relics in, like the one Yumina had used. In fact, he’d been thinking as much ever since his recent expeditions in Kuzusuhara and Iida.


      Katsuragi ran a few numbers in his head. “If you’re wanting a bike with specs similar to the last one and a vehicle with comparable specs, one or two hundred mil won’t be enough. Hmm... I can probably do both for five hundred mil. Does that work for you?”


      “Sure.”


      Soon to be five hundred million richer, Katsuragi practically jumped for joy. But then Akira’s expression grew serious.


      “By the way, you know that bike you sold me last time? It was really nice—helped me out a lot. Thanks for that.”


      “Huh? R-Right, you’re welcome.”


      Akira hesitated a bit before continuing. “In other words, well, there’s probably no point in saying this anyway, since I think you already know, but I’ll be entrusting my life to the products you get for me. I know five hundred mil might not net me the best models on the market, but if they’re not both sufficiently high performance, I’ll be in trouble.”


      Akira stared at Katsuragi silently. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the merchant—he’d never had an issue with the quality of the medicine the latter had provided, after all—but Akira highly doubted Katsuragi’s aid came with no strings attached, any more than the money from Inabe that he was spending at Shizuka’s shop. The look in his eyes said as much.


      “So, Katsuragi? We’re good, right?”


      Inwardly, Katsuragi was sweating bullets, but he managed a hearty smile. “Yeah, we’re good. Don’t worry, I’ll get you exactly what you need. So buy some guns and powered suits from me next time, okay?”


      “If you’re trying to get me to agree now so you can hold me to that later, it’s not gonna work.”


      “I figured as much. Well, at least think about it for me, okay?” Katsuragi said, his smile now somewhat awkward. “How soon do you want the goods? Would a month be quick enough for you? If you want it faster, I’ll have to ask you to put down a deposit.”


      “No, a month is fine.”


      “All right. Then I’m heading out to place this order. I’ll contact you later. You won’t be disappointed!” With that parting remark, Katsuragi left the room.


      The moment Akira was out of view, the merchant let out a huge breath. His look was grim—the look of a merchant who’d nearly bitten off more than he could chew.


      Shit, that was close! Did I get too excited about the five hundred mil and let my guard down? I need to be more careful.


      This was Katsuragi’s concern: If Akira paid five hundred million aurum, only for Katsuragi to sell him substandard products—or if Akira nearly died due to a defect in a vehicle Katsuragi sold him—just what course of action would the indignant hunter take? It wasn’t hard for Katsuragi to imagine the answer. But he’d been so thrilled with the prospect of an extra five hundred million in his pocket that until Akira had reminded him, he’d forgotten that little detail.


      Well, anyway, if he’s buying a vehicle and bike combo for five hundred mil, he’s probably paying even more than that for guns and powered suits. How much, though? Eight hundred million? A billion? I don’t know just how high-end Akira’s preferred store is, but if they’re making huge deals like that with him despite knowing what he’s done to those who upset him, that store owner must have some serious guts.


      Inwardly impressed by the bravery of the proprietor of a business he didn’t know the location or name of, Katsuragi called up his business partners to get the vehicle and bike ready.


      Though Sheryl spent all her time caught up in the never-ending management of her business and her gang, she somehow managed to squeeze in a break one day to visit Akira. His hunter activities were on hold for the time being until he could procure new gear, but that didn’t mean he stopped by Sheryl’s base every day. So she had scraped together this opportunity specifically to spend more time with Akira and was now sitting opposite him across an immaculately clean circular table. As they sipped expensive coffee from chic-looking cups, they chatted about various things, like how her relic shop and gang were coming along. Sheryl was greatly enjoying herself, and Akira listened to her with rapt interest.


      “No kidding? I can’t believe your gang has grown so much!” he said, astonished.


      The success of Sheryl’s shop had also caused her gang’s influence to skyrocket—the residents of the slums were even referring to her syndicate now as the “Sheryl Family,” though it hadn’t quite reached the heights of the two organizations that had once ruled the slums. Had circumstances been otherwise, those after her business’s immense profits would have interfered with the “Family’s” growth much earlier, but no one had dared target her—she had Akira backing her, and even Viola was on her side. The other gangs hadn’t laid a hand on Sheryl for fear that Viola might suss out their plans and Akira would show up in person to crush them.


      Akira’s strength, the relic shop’s wealth, and Viola’s intelligence and cunning—these three factors had contributed to the formation of a highly influential gang that the slum dwellers were champing at the bit to join. The syndicate’s current membership had grown exponentially, although it still mostly consisted of children—Sheryl automatically turned away any adult hopefuls at the door, at least for now. Nor did she let the children in unconditionally, as she could only manage so many members at once. Gaining new underlings was easy, but new officers? Not so much. Until she found more leaders to assist her, new applicants would need to wait their turn.


      As a result, new organizations, akin to subordinate gangs of Sheryl’s, had begun cropping up around the slums. Their members worked hard at anything they thought might reduce their wait time to join the Sheryl Family, like currying favor with members of the main gang or earning money to bribe their way in. Those children who successfully made it into Sheryl’s syndicate first performed cheap labor, earning a small salary while doing grunt work or working the relic shop’s low-end floors. If they did well and avoided causing any trouble, they were then assigned work from Sheryl’s other affiliates, like Katsuragi’s business partners.


      Slum children rarely ever found decent work because of the (not entirely untrue) stigma that if they were introduced to higher-paying clients, the kids would just make off with the money or goods; there were other reasons too, of course, but that was the prevailing one. However, the Sheryl Family was sufficiently well-off that they could cover any damages or losses their kids incurred, and so the children from Sheryl’s gang had a better reputation than others.


      Thus, as long as the kids did their work like they were supposed to, employer and employee alike would profit. And if the children didn’t, it went without saying that Sheryl would kick them out. Rumors had even spread among the children that if they stole just once, they’d either be killed by Akira or sold off by Viola; these stories kept their roguish tendencies in check. Many children instead spent their days learning to read and write and earned enough money to buy a data terminal of their own, opening the door to better opportunities. There were websites where they could learn whatever skills or qualifications they needed at no cost whatsoever—as long as they could read and write, had a terminal that could connect to the internet, and desired to learn, they could acquire both general and specialized knowledge that the children of the back alleys would normally never have access to.


      Those who took the time and effort to learn these things were introduced to higher-level, higher-paying jobs through Katsuragi, his business partners, or Viola. Some were even given special jobs or managerial positions within the gang, or asked to work the floor of the relic shop and sell mid-priced items—in other words, they were given better treatment and social standing overall. And if they weren’t confident they’d be up to any of those tasks, they could also choose to head out into the wasteland, borrowing gear from the Sheryl Family in order to try their luck as a hunter.


      This was risky, of course, but traveling with the more experienced hunters who were affiliated with the gang, like Levin and Dale, was much safer than trying their luck on their own. Besides, if they killed a tough monster and brought some valuable relics back to sell at Sheryl’s shop, the children could make significant money or exchange their finds for permission to borrow better weapons and gear.


      And so, by making her members climb the ladder from cheap laborers to valuable assets, Sheryl constantly pushed them to better themselves and to strive for a larger, more prosperous organization as a whole.


      Akira was genuinely impressed to hear all of this from her. “Wow, you really are something else, Sheryl. Come to think of it, you even attend the city’s dinner parties with that Inabe guy, don’t you? I mean, I don’t know much about those myself, but I do know you’ve got to be a pretty big deal to get invited. Even Katsuragi was surprised to hear about that.”


      As Akira had at best only a shallow understanding of what she had accomplished, his compliments were accordingly rather general in tone. He might as well have been saying “I don’t really know anything about that, but it sounds impressive, so it probably is.”


      Yet Sheryl, thrilled to be praised by him at all, beamed radiantly. “I appreciate you saying so! But again, none of that would have been possible without your support. It pains me greatly to think that I haven’t yet managed to repay you for all you’ve done for me, but I’ll keep growing my gang and business, and one day, I promise, I’ll return the favor. So please think of your continued support as an investment—one that will surely be worth it in the long run.”


      “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t have gotten two billion from Inabe without you, so in a way, your debt to me’s already paid off.” Inabe had indeed loaned Akira this money with Sheryl as the guarantor. In other words, Akira thought, Inabe must see a lot of potential in Sheryl—otherwise he wouldn’t have been so quick to shell out so much.


      “Then count on me for even more benefits in the future! At the moment, the shop’s sales are quite in the black. That said, our expenses have also increased, including those needed to grow the gang, so managing the finances has gotten a lot tougher as of late.”


      “Being a gang boss sounds like a lot of work,” Akira observed, and added lightly, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but honestly, I was glad you chose to take charge back when all this started. I’d never be able to handle it all.”


      At that, Sheryl teased, “Oh? I bet you’d do a better job than you think. Want to try it for a day? I’ll assist you, so don’t worry.”


      “No thanks! I don’t want that whole burden put on me.”


      “Really? What a shame,” she said with a breezy smile. But inwardly, she was genuinely disappointed.




      After talking with Sheryl for a while longer, Akira became aware that more time had passed than he’d realized, and he made as if to go.


      But Sheryl wasn’t ready to part with him just yet. “You’re leaving already? I was hoping we could spend a little more time together. You don’t have anything else you need to hurry back for, right?”


      “Sure I do. I wanna go home and take a long, relaxing bath.” Akira had planned to spend the day researching possible guns and powered suits while in the tub, like he’d been doing for the past several days. Staying here any longer would cut into his bath time, so he wanted to head out.


      But Sheryl didn’t back down. “A bath? Then why not just take one here? While we were remodeling the base, I had them give the baths a makeover as well. The executive bath is especially impressive.”


      “Like, in terms of size, or of interior decor?”


      “Both, actually, but that’s not all. It’s a little hard to explain, but if you just take a soak, you’ll understand the difference. It’ll be better if you just experience it for yourself.” Hoping to pique his curiosity as much as possible, however, she added that this was the tub she used herself, and it was a world of difference from the one Akira was used to washing in at her base. Erio and Aricia had also given it five stars—Sheryl offered her officers the right to enter the bath as a special perk, and opportunities to use it were even traded among gang members as a kind of currency.


      Now Akira couldn’t help but look interested. Seeing this, Sheryl gave him an alluring smile.


      “So, what do you say? Wanna try it?”


      He hesitated at first, but in the end, his curiosity won out.


      ◆


      The executive bath, a brand-new bathroom constructed during the base’s remodel, was entirely white and gave off a clean, luxurious aura. The tub itself was wide enough for ten people to stretch out comfortably at once and so felt quite spacious. On these merits alone, it already surpassed Akira’s bath at home—but this wasn’t all that impressed him.


      As he climbed in, he immediately felt a new sensation on his skin. “Whoa! This is amazing! I can’t really put into words why, but it just feels incredible!”


      Sheryl, who’d naturally entered the bath with him, smiled in satisfaction. “That’s because it has a high-tech system that fine-tunes the water’s composition to the perfect bathing standards, you see. Thanks to this, we can enjoy a better bath than with just regular hot water.”


      “Huh, fascinating. You’re right, it really does seem different somehow.” Akira scooped up some water in his hand and examined it. It looked indistinguishable from any other water, and yet, perhaps because Akira could feel such a difference with his body, the liquid appeared to his eyes a little glossier than normal.


      “To be honest,” said Sheryl, “I didn’t really understand what the big deal was either until I tried it. It kind of defies explanation, huh?”


      “Yeah. I guess there are all kinds of baths out there, no?”


      This new bathing experience had put Akira in a good mood—and Sheryl pounced on the chance to bring her naked body closer to him.


      “If you like it that much, I don’t mind if you come here to use it every day, you know.”


      He hesitated for a few seconds. “Er, n-no, that’d be kinda...”


      Sheryl didn’t miss the fact that he had wavered. One more little push ought to do it, she thought, and with a completely natural motion, she grabbed his hand. “If you’re thinking you’ll put me out by coming here every day, don’t. You’re the reason we’re even able to have such a nice bathing area, through both your efforts as our patron and your supply of highly valuable relics to the shop. We couldn’t have done it without you.” She kept her eyes fixed on him as she continued. “Regrettably, however, we haven’t yet been able to repay our gratitude to a satisfactory level. If you like the bath here that much, then might you allow us to pay you back at least a little by using it?”


      Pressed this far, Akira found it hard to refuse, and his pleasant experience was tipping the scales in his mind toward agreeing.


      I got him! Sheryl thought, so happy that she beamed at him without realizing it.


      But at that moment, a tactless jingling interrupted them—an alert from the bathroom’s built-in data terminal, indicating she was receiving a call. Since this was the executive bath, the terminal had been installed so Sheryl or her officers could receive messages and issue orders even while bathing.


      “Er, Sheryl, something’s ringing.”


      Sheryl didn’t speak for a moment. “Yes, I know.” Honestly, could the timing be any worse? she thought, but she let go of Akira’s hand. Then, in a harsh tone that clearly communicated her ire, she snapped at the terminal. “What is it?”


      “O-Oh, well,” said a nervous voice, “Viola wants to discuss something with you and Akira, Boss.”


      “Akira and I are taking a bath right now. Tell her it can wait.”


      “Y-Yes, Boss.” Panicking in the face of Sheryl’s wrath, the gang member hung up immediately.


      Sheryl took a breath to calm herself down. Everything was going so well. There’d been a small disruption, sure, but she could probably still salvage the mood. Allowing herself to hope, she turned her attention back to Akira.


      The terminal rang once more.


      “What is it now?” she barked, even more upset than before.


      On the other end, Sheryl’s subordinate broke out in a cold sweat. “Er, I told Viola what you said, Boss, but she insists it’s an emergency, so she’s heading in there to see you.”


      “What?!”


      Sheryl exchanged a bewildered glance with Akira.




      Viola really did join them in the bath—and brought Carol with her. Neither were shy about exposing themselves to Akira—in fact, they cozied right up next to him as they leisurely lowered themselves into the water. Their nude bodies gave off an adult allure that Sheryl’s frankly lacked.


      Carol’s body was augmented with enhancements she’d paid through the nose for, greatly increasing not only her physical strength (necessary for hunters) but her body’s attractiveness and charm as well. With this seductive body of hers, she’d shot many a man through the heart—sometimes literally.


      Viola was also careful about maintaining her figure, as doing so gave her an advantage during negotiations. When her opponent’s gaze and attention were on the supple curves of her body and away from the discussion, she found it easier to trap them.


      Though employed in different ways, their naked appearances were captivatingly beautiful, and their gorgeous facial features only made the women look even more enticing. Yet Akira turned to them with an utterly uninterested, exasperated look.


      “If you’re gonna soak in here, can’t you just do it normally?”


      Carol looked like she’d expected this exact response as she cheerfully replied, “Oh, c’mon, what’s the harm? It’s not like the view’s bad, right?”


      “Well, I guess not, but still—”


      “Oh, was that a compliment?! I appreciate it!”


      Akira hadn’t meant anything of the sort, in fact, but Carol insisted on interpreting his words as praise. The boy, for his part, had no idea why he was being thanked, and frowned, puzzled. It was true that his words hadn’t denied he was enjoying the view, and Carol wanted Akira to realize what he’d essentially admitted, hoping it would make him more conscious of her looks in the future. She didn’t know whether this seed would actually bear fruit, but she saw no harm in planting it just in case.


      Sheryl, however, immediately saw what she was up to, and did some weeding before the seed could take root. “Viola, you had something to discuss with us? Seeing as how you’ve interrupted our bath to come talk to us, it must be quite urgent.”


      That was all it took for Akira’s attention to slide away from his perplexity over why Carol had thanked him and onto the important matter at hand. The women both smirked, amused by Sheryl’s tactic, before Viola broached her main topic.


      “Yes, it is quite urgent, in fact. After all, it concerns the procurement of Akira’s new gear, as well as the bolstering of your gang’s forces.”


      Neither Akira nor Sheryl had expected this, and it showed on their faces. Smiling, Viola explained that Kiryou wanted Akira and Sheryl, and the members of her gang, to test out their all-in-one support system.


      For Akira, this would provide the opportunity to use a powered suit that only the most successful of hunters could typically afford. As Shizuka had been asking around at all the companies that sold powered suits for information on their products, Kiryou had deduced that Akira was in the market for one. It would be devastating for Kiryou if Akira ultimately chose a suit from another business, right after Yumina had accompanied him specifically to sell him on the Kiryou suit’s capabilities. And so, desperate not to miss this chance, the corporation had turned to Viola for help.


      Sheryl, for her part, would have the opportunity to introduce the all-in-one support system to her gang, dramatically boosting the Sheryl Family’s military might and beefing up her relic shop’s security. For now, she had Inabe’s support in exchange for the Old World terminals she’d provided him—but with Kiryou’s suits, she wouldn’t need to rely on him as much.


      The more Viola spoke, the sweeter the deal sounded to Akira and Sheryl. But since this was Viola they were dealing with, they both knew there had to be some kind of catch somewhere.


      “Just so we’re clear, Viola, you aren’t scheming something again, are you?” Akira asked.


      “Of course I am, but you’re not my target, so what’s the problem? Besides, if this goes well, both of you stand to gain tremendously.”


      “Then who stands to lose?”


      “Oh, I’d say every powered suit manufacturer that isn’t Kiryou. And Katsuragi, probably.” If she got him to agree, Akira could take a brand-new, cutting-edge powered suit for a test run, and maybe even snag one of his own at a discount, while Sheryl could bolster her gang’s forces. Kiryou would then have a powerful hunter using their product, a fact which they could advertise. But the other powered suit manufacturers would lose the chance to secure Akira’s patronage, and the more Sheryl’s gang relied on the support system, the less gear they’d need to buy from Katsuragi.


      In any scramble for business opportunities, there were inevitably losers. Akira got this, so he had no objections here. This was a matter for businessmen to deal with, and Akira had no obligation to throw away new equipment for himself and more power for Sheryl’s gang just so that Katsuragi could profit.


      If he did decide to test the powered suit out, Viola added, he wouldn’t need to buy his own model directly from Kiryou—he could order it through Shizuka’s shop like usual. And if he agreed to buy Kiryou suits exclusively, in the future the company would send him other models to test, which he could also buy on the cheap if he so wished. Even if he were furthering Viola’s scheme by accepting, he had no reason to refuse.


      Sheryl chimed in, “Viola, just to confirm: Will this scheme, or any of the other schemes you no doubt have in the works right now, be in Inabe’s best interests?”


      Inabe’s recent warning to Sheryl had put her on edge. She was worried about his Old World terminal plan going belly-up somehow because of her own carelessness, and she wanted to make sure Viola’s plotting wouldn’t make that fear become reality.


      But Viola immediately replied, “I can’t promise that. In fact, depending on how things shake out, it could very well ruin him.”


      Sheryl blanched, and she turned an extremely critical eye on the info broker. “And just what do you mean by that? You know as well as I do that making an enemy of the city’s top brass will undermine everything we’ve worked for so far—”


      “But it’s not like we need to get in bed with them either, right?” Viola said with a wicked grin. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m working with you because Akira asked me to. Your link to Akira is more important to me than your partnership with Inabe, so the former is my priority. So it’s entirely possible that Inabe will end up in an unfavorable position as a result.” Viola piled on further arguments that made it harder for Sheryl to object. “It will only help you in the long run if your patron has more powerful gear, and strengthening your gang’s defenses will make Akira’s job there easier too. Rather than getting into bed with Inabe, you should be in bed with Akira. In order to uphold my promise with Akira, I’ve worked hard for both your sakes, not Inabe’s. Even if he’s a city leader, I’m under no obligation to help him over you two, right?”


      Sheryl was caught. If she answered no, she would be prioritizing Inabe over Akira. And if she said yes, she would be signing off on a scheme that might bring a city executive to ruin. So she didn’t respond at all.


      “Oh, or were you perhaps planning to drop Akira and make Inabe your patron instead? Well, I do understand how you feel—however strong Akira might be, a city executive’s support would surely prove more useful.” Viola’s utterance was so preposterous that Sheryl was at a loss for words. So Viola kept going, her malicious grin growing wider. “But I must apologize—if that was your plan, I can’t cooperate with you anymore. I’d rather Akira not kill me.”


      “I wasn’t planning that at all!” Sheryl declared, raising her voice—exactly as Viola had expected.


      “Then you don’t have any objections?” the devious woman said with a grin.


      “N-No, no objections at all,” Sheryl responded, her smile wooden.


      “Glad to hear it! Well, now that I have permission from both of you, I’ll be getting out first. I have some details to work out with Kiryou, you see.”


      Viola emerged from the bath and left the room. As Sheryl watched her go, the girl’s forced smile gave way to a glare. Akira, for his part, was still reeling from Sheryl’s outburst moments earlier, and Carol observed them both with an amused smile.




      After calming down, Sheryl submerged herself in the hot water and sighed. The water quality might have impressed Akira, but its healing properties were still no match for Viola’s shadiness, and Sheryl felt even more exhausted than when she’d gotten in the tub.


      Letting Viola talk as much as she’d wanted had left Sheryl at a disadvantage, but shutting her up would have been admitting that Sheryl couldn’t match Viola, which was an even worse outcome. So at first, she’d planned to not let Viola speak at all—until Sheryl remembered what Tomejima had told her. He’d allowed Viola to sit in on his discussion with Akira on the condition that she wouldn’t say a word no matter what happened. True to her word, Viola had kept silent—and Tomejima himself had fouled up the negotiations as a result.


      “I’m damned if I do, damned if I don’t,” Sheryl muttered to herself. “Honestly, that woman really is devious. What should I do?”


      An extreme option arose in her mind: Should I kill her? But even if she could pull this off—which was not at all certain—she recalled that Viola was insured by revengeware for three billion aurum. If Sheryl killed the woman carelessly, the girl would find that price on her head—an unofficial bounty, but a bounty all the same. So murder wasn’t an option.


      “Of course,” she continued thinking aloud, “that wouldn’t be enough to stop some people from trying, but I’m sure she’s got bodyguards hired for that exact purpose. She’s thought of everything.”


      Viola was so duplicitous and manipulative that more than a few people out there wanted her dead. But as long as the disadvantages to killing her far outweighed the benefits, they could do nothing but hope that someone else would do the job down the line. By expertly maintaining that balance without any mistakes, as she’d done up until now, Viola had survived yet another day.




      As Sheryl mumbled to herself, Akira scooted away a bit and focused on enjoying his bath. Naturally, he’d also realized there had been some questionable business between Viola and Sheryl, but as he’d been the one to ask Viola for her help in the first place, he didn’t really know what to tell Sheryl right now. He glanced at Sheryl from the corner of his eye to gauge her current mood.


      Carol spoke up with a smile. “Honestly, it looks like you’re just as clueless about women as ever! If you’re not sure what to say to her, don’t say anything—just go up to her and give her a big hug.”


      “Er, really? That’s all I need to do? But—”


      “No need to be embarrassed! You’re already naked in the bath together, so what’s the big deal?”


      “I-It’s not that I’m embarrassed.” Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if something that simple would actually work, and he looked back at Sheryl.


      She was staring at him expectantly.


      Carol also glanced in Sheryl’s direction and grinned teasingly. “Whoops, looks like you were a little too late! Sorry, Akira, that won’t work anymore. Hugs are only about half as effective if the other person’s expecting it.”


      “Oh, really? Never mind, then.”


      Sheryl heaved a deep sigh and made her way over to Akira, pouting as she did so. Then she turned to Carol with a look of displeasure. “You know, it’s no wonder you’re always hanging out with Viola, because you’re just as bad as she is.”
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      Carol had deliberately given Sheryl hope that Akira might come over and embrace her, then told Akira it wouldn’t work if she was hoping for it. From Sheryl’s sullen expression, it was clear she hadn’t found Carol’s antics too amusing.


      “Guilty as charged,” Carol replied without a hint of remorse.


      Sheryl sighed deeply again, exasperated. However, that helped her clear her mind. She dropped her pout (which had partly been an act), and her expression returned to normal. “Come to think of it, why do you even hang out with that woman? Aren’t you worried you’ll get wrapped up in one of her schemes someday and die?”


      “Well, it’s a long story. Apart from that, though, she’s a capable woman with money, info, and connections. There are all sorts of benefits to staying in her good graces. The proposal she came to you two with just now wasn’t so bad, right?”


      “I suppose not, no.” Sheryl was just a child from the slums, and yet Viola had raised her up until she could comfortably sit in on the meetings of city executives. That and the fact that people kept hiring Viola despite her terrible reputation forced Sheryl to acknowledge Viola’s competency.


      But acknowledging her skill wasn’t the same as tolerating her. Sheryl couldn’t understand why Carol would want to fraternize with someone like Viola.


      Carol gave the girl a gentle smile. “Listen, Sheryl. Viola’s someone you should doubt as much as you trust. If you’re ever unsure how to handle her, a healthy wariness is always going to be the safest bet. And if you feel like she’s going to cause you trouble, just part ways with her and leave her to her own devices. Let sleeping dogs lie, as they say.” Then she added a light warning. “But if you ever consider using her, outwitting her, or going around behind her back, don’t! Others have tried, and bringing those people to ruin is what she gets off on the most.”


      “I-I’ll keep that in mind,” Sheryl replied. Carol was treating her like an amateur at handling Viola. But the girl didn’t think Carol would lie to her in front of Akira, so she decided to trust her.


      At this point, Akira piped up as well. “Just so you know, Carol, I plan to kill Viola next time she tries to put one over me. So if you aim to revive her again, I’ll have to kill you too.”


      “If you decide to do that,” said Carol without hesitation, “at least let me know first. That way, if she asks me to protect her, I’ll know to turn her down. Then you can shoot her.”


      So Carol would let him dispose of her friend. Akira looked a little conflicted, but not because he thought she was being heartless or cruel.


      “Are you sure you wouldn’t stop it?”


      “If I asked you to stop, would you listen?”


      “Er, well, probably not, but—”


      “Right?”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. You wouldn’t stop Viola from targeting me?”


      “If I asked Viola to stop, do you think she’d listen?”


      “Er, well, probably not.”


      “Right?” Carol grinned. It was the same kind of amused look one might give at finding something slightly amusing during a casual conversation, and yet they were discussing the life and death of her friend. Akira found her attitude a little difficult to understand, but he wasn’t surprised. Even when he’d shot Viola, Carol had displayed the same attitude toward her—and Viola toward Carol. Both had accepted that this was how they treated one another.


      And yet despite it all, Akira could tell they were close. It was this bizarre bond of companionship between the two women that puzzled him most of all.




      Their conversation finished, Akira relinquished his body to the relaxing bath once again. As he soaked in the specially treated water, his expression became one of pure bliss.


      “You look like you’re in paradise,” Carol commented. “Do you really like baths that much?”


      “Well, yeah. And also, this bath is just, like, on another level, you know?”


      “On another level? Like how?”


      “Huh? I mean the water quality, obviously. Can you not feel it?” As Carol was bathing in the same water he was, he found it strange that she couldn’t recognize the difference.


      “Oh, I see,” said Carol, understanding dawning. “In other words, you’re used to cheap baths at home. All that money you’ve earned, and you choose to bathe in poverty. Tragic, really.”


      “Well, excuse me for having a cheap bath,” Akira grumbled. “Then what kind of bath do you usually take at your place?”


      “Oh, the bath at my place? It’s pretty awesome, actually.” With an air of pride, Carol detailed the features of the bathroom in her home—a step up even from the facility they were currently in. The room and tub weren’t as large, of course, but they were more than sufficient for one person. What’s more, the size of the bathroom could actually be adjusted if she wanted more space, and its interior was high-class enough to impress her wealthiest visitors.


      Her water adjustment system was also more advanced, capable of fine-tuning her bath to optimally suit her augmented body. It could inject recovery or maintenance nanomachines into the water to treat simple wounds, as well as more subtle abrasions and injuries like skin blemishes and various aches and pains, with a single soak. She could also cleanse herself of residual nanomachines while bathing.


      Her bathroom’s antechamber contained a full-body dryer that utilized wind pressure: easier, quicker, and more hygienic than drying herself by hand, not to mention a more refreshing experience after emerging from the bath.


      Just one of these features would have convinced Akira that her bath was superior to his, so he was duly impressed. “There’s even recovery medicine in your water? Now, that’s fancy. But even if you’re just buying the cheap kind, that’s got to make for a pretty expensive setup, no?”


      “You’re right, it costs a pretty penny, but I think it’s worth it. When it comes to taking care of your body, there’s no such thing as overdoing it. Some people assume that having an augmented body makes it easier to manage, and that’s true in some respects, but to maintain your ideal figure, you’ve still got to put in the work. I mean, look at these. Pretty impressive, no?”


      She pointed to her chest, and Akira’s eyes followed her gesture. The complexion, shape, and size of her breasts were all flawless, like a work of art. Even at a glance, it was clear how much money she’d poured into maintaining them.


      But when Akira gazed at her chest, it only reminded him of the hardship Sara had to go through to maintain her own augmented body.


      “Yeah. Having an augmented body like that, well, it must be tough, huh?” he said.


      It sounded to Carol almost like he was pitying her rather than agreeing, and she nearly forgot to smile as she replied. “Well, I won’t deny it.” Her body had ensnared countless men in the past, and yet Akira clearly only saw it as a high performance piece of equipment that was as difficult to maintain as it was powerful. I know it’s not that he’s not interested in women, but that makes it sting all the more. Honestly, is there no getting through to him at all?


      At that moment, Carol noticed the look in Sheryl’s eyes. The girl was clearly just as troubled by Akira’s attitude. Understanding each other’s dissatisfaction and frustration at Akira’s indifference toward their bodies, Sheryl and Carol sighed as one.


      ◆


      When Akira got back home, he tried out his own bath again. But it felt just as it always had, and left him dissatisfied.


      “I guess now that I know what luxury feels like, it’s hard to go back,” Akira mused to himself.


      Alpha, joining him in the bath like usual, smirked. Looks that way. And it’s not like you can go to Sheryl’s base every day to bathe, so I guess this bath’s due for an upgrade soon, isn’t it? You’ve worked hard to earn all that money, so I think you deserve to splurge a bit.


      Hearing this, Akira nodded, his mind made up. “Yeah, you know what? You’re right! And why wait for ‘soon’? I’ll call the company first thing in the morning and—”


      No, I would advise against that.


      Akira suddenly looked concerned. “And why’s that? I’ve got enough money, right?”


      You do, but I suspect if you use those funds on a bathroom renovation now, you might find yourself in a tight spot later on.


      Alpha reminded him that, thanks to his deal with Kibayashi, the reward money for his accomplishments in Iida would all go to pay for the gear and ammo he’d used. True, Inabe had loaned him two billion aurum in supplementary funds, but these had already been deposited in Akira’s account and so were now mixed in with the rest of his money. If he made a withdrawal to finance his bathroom upgrade, Kibayashi might consider it a violation of his agreement to only spend the money on necessary hunter equipment. To be on the safe side, Alpha explained, he would need to postpone his project until either he’d spent the entire two billion or the negotiations over the Old World automatons were complete and his final reward had been determined.


      “Oh yeah, good point,” Akira said. And at the same time, he finally understood why Kibayashi’s grin had been so wide when Akira had readily accepted his proposal. The executive had forced him to spend the money he’d earned in a certain way, and now that Akira had tasted what luxury was like, he realized the possibilities he’d given up by agreeing. Without him realizing it, Akira’s mindset had slid a little closer toward resembling a normal hunter’s.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 170: The Powered Suit Test


      The day Akira was scheduled to test Kiryou’s powered suit, he headed to the designated meeting spot—Shizuka’s shop. There was a “Closed” sign on the door, but he opened it and entered. Shizuka, Elena, and Sara were already inside waiting for him.


      Viola had been the first to inform Akira of Kiryou’s proposal, but only because it had suited her purposes that Akira should know about it beforehand. Shizuka had contacted him later with the official request. And as a result of the agreement the shopkeeper had hashed out with Kiryou, Elena and Sara were also going to be participating in the trial.


      Kiryou’s main target was Akira, of course, but Elena and Sara were rank 40 hunters and therefore promising potential patrons. Moreover, the company had identified the two women as close associates of Akira. So Kiryou had permitted them to join him, anticipating that a joint recommendation from such tight-knit comrades who’d risked their lives together in the wasteland would hold greater advertising potential than an average sales pitch.


      Typically, hunters would find new suppliers for their equipment as their hunter rank rose. A store that mostly dealt in cheaper goods could only procure cheaper gear. However much a hunter might prefer such an outlet, they couldn’t reach greater heights while continuing to use only lower-end gear with limited functionality. More advanced gear also reduced the risks of heading out into the wasteland. So it was normal for rising hunters to decide a store no longer met their needs and to move on to one that suited them better.


      Yet even though Shizuka’s shop only sold gear for hunters rank 30 and below, two hunters at rank 40—and one ranked even higher—were still choosing to buy from her. In other words, if Kiryou could get such a highly esteemed proprietor to consistently recommend the manufacturer’s products to such clients, it would be a huge shot in the arm for the company. And so it was that Shizuka, Elena, and Sara found themselves accompanying Akira to Kiryou’s powered suit testing facility.


      They were all dressed casually, even Akira. The boy rarely got to see the three women in anything other than powered suits, body armor, or store uniforms, so he found the sight fresh and new.


      “Thanks for coming here to help me out on your day off, Shizuka,” he told her.


      “Don’t mention it. You’re a big spender of mine, so as the owner of this establishment, I ought to do at least this much. Plus, this is a good opportunity to get Elena and Sara’s gear situation squared away as well.”


      “Oh, so our equipment is just an afterthought to you?” Elena chimed in. “Isn’t that a little harsh?”


      “Spend as much at my store as Akira here has, and then you can complain all you want. Kiryou only invited you here today to play second fiddle to Akira, right? You ought to be thanking him.”


      “Yeah, yeah,” Elena said, dismissing Shizuka with a wave. Then she turned to Akira with an exaggerated bow. “Oh, great Akira! I offer you my most humble gratitude for today! Please grant that I might use my honorable status as your friend to persuade Kiryou into condescending to sell us cutting-edge gear on the cheap!”


      “Go right ahead!” Akira said with a grin. “Show off those negotiation skills you’re so proud of!” If getting them this chance would pay them back even a little for all they had done for him, he was happy to oblige. “Come to think of it,” he added, his tone becoming more serious, “you’re going to get Sara a suit too, right? I thought a powered suit would be incompatible with the nanomachines that her augmented body needs.”


      “A cheaper suit would, yeah,” Sara answered with a grin, “but not one with a price tag in the hundred millions. We let Kiryou know about the nanomachines beforehand, so they should have a suitable model prepared. In that sense, too, we’re really grateful that we were able to come with you today, so thanks a bunch!”


      “No problem. I’m glad I could help you out,” Akira said from the bottom of his heart.


      They continued chatting for some time until a Kiryou representative arrived, right on schedule. The hunters were then escorted by car to the testing facility—Druncam’s training grounds.


      ◆


      On the outskirts of Kugamayama City’s lower district, there stood a training facility the size of a warehouse. The inside was vast, and the interior walls could be raised or lowered as needed for more complicated arrangements, like simulating the narrowness of dilapidated buildings or the layouts of various ruins. There were also practice weapons for use against AR simulations of monsters, allowing for the trainee to experience a desperate situation without having to worry about wasting ammo or being in actual peril.


      Such were Druncam’s training grounds, funded with the support of the organization’s affluent backers within the city walls. Recently, however, Kiryou had also been using it as a testing site for their support system.


      The Kiryou representative led Akira and the others into a large room within the training facility. Inside, powered suits were lined up for Akira, Elena, and Sara to wear and try out. The corporation had prepared five different models for Akira, and six for Elena and Sara together. While this wasn’t a huge variety, Kiryou had told their selling agency to prepare their priciest products—just one of these suits sold for several hundred million.


      Akira examined the suits on display. “How much is this one?” he asked.


      The sales rep, Maebashi, smiled cordially. “These models have been prepared specifically for you to test, so don’t worry about the price for now—try them out to your heart’s content first! They have all been selected with your ability in mind rather than the cost.”


      Maebashi clarified that the higher-priced ones were definitely more capable and powerful, and he guaranteed, on his honor as a salesman, that the prices were reasonable for what the products offered. But not just any high performance model would fulfill Akira’s requirements, Maebashi added. Even if Akira bought the most advanced model on the market, he’d be paying for a cutting-edge doorstop that would just gather dust at his home if it didn’t check all his boxes. Therefore, rather than focusing on cost, Maebashi urged him to evaluate the suits based on whether he could actually see himself using them. After all, if Akira heard the cost before trying them out, the price tag might skew his perception of the product, so it was in his best interest to test them first.


      Then Maebashi gave the boy a deliberately impish grin. “That being said, if I’m being completely honest, our company will be selling these to Cartridge Freak, not to you, Mr. Akira. And I have no say in what prices Ms. Shizuka decides to sell them to you for. There are many different factors for her to consider, such as inventory and profit margins, so I’d be remiss to offer you a specific figure. Please understand.”
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