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      Chapter 212: A Sensitive Discussion


      Determined to rise in the world, a boy had one day dashed out of the back alleys of the slums, risking his life to plunder a ruin. There, he’d encountered a mysterious woman—a meeting that, for better or worse, had drastically changed the course of his life. He was only a dime-a-dozen, powerless slum child, and yet as he’d conquered trial after trial, he’d grown stronger, until he could now easily defeat behemoths who towered far over his head.


      Clothes that wouldn’t wear out. Food that was safe to eat! A room...with a roof! The things he’d once longed for as he lurked in the streets he’d already long since obtained. But the boy continued to fight, seeking even more power—for two reasons.


      First, to complete the request Alpha had hired him for.


      And second, so he would never again have to kill someone he didn’t want to kill, or be forced to let them die.


      He was now so powerful that he had been hired to guard an intercity transport, laid waste to the giant bugs that had then attacked his convoy, and even come out victorious against a superhuman—yet the power he desired remained a distant dream.


      Once upon a time, languishing in those alleys, huddling on the ground like the miserable weakling he’d been, he’d merely wanted the strength to kill anyone in his way. His desire had since changed, but he still needed more power to fulfill his goals.


      Thus, Akira would fight on.


      ◆


      After returning home from his harrowing battle on the transport and enjoying a luxurious, well-deserved bath in his newly remodeled bathroom, Akira had felt so warm and cozy that he’d headed straight to bed and immediately fallen asleep.


      Upon waking the next morning, he sat up and stretched, feeling more refreshed than he had in quite a long time.


      Good morning, Akira! Did you sleep well?


      Morning, Alpha. Yeah, I feel amazing! That bath last night really did the trick! All of the fatigue of battle had vanished without a trace, and he grinned at her in high spirits.


      Alpha smiled at his reaction. Then I suppose all that money you spent on upgrading your bath was worth it?


      Sure was! And when I think about how I can enjoy a bath like that every day from now—yowza! It feels even more worthwhile! I guess even someone like me can learn to appreciate the finer things in life.


      As high-ranking hunters normally earned far more than Akira ever had, what the boy considered “the finer things in life” were, of course, hardly luxurious by their standards. But he had indeed far surpassed the average hunter’s standard of living at last.


      Akira left the bedroom and began preparing breakfast. Not that he actually cooked—he just heated up some processed food and plopped it on a plate. However, he’d grown to relish his daily meals, and was now buying more expensive food than before. This meal was quite a bit tastier than anything he’d ever find in a cheap restaurant or store. But after taking a bite and chewing for a moment, he frowned, puzzled.


      “Huh... That’s it?”


      Alpha sensed what he meant and looked amused. Your palate must have grown used to the high-class fare on the Gigantas III.


      Intercity transport travel was usually reserved for the wealthy, so the standard of food served on board had to be high enough to satisfy them. While working his security job, Akira had not merely indulged in one or two such meals—he’d eaten that delectable food the entire time.


      And now he found he really missed it.


      In that case, just buy tastier food from now on, Alpha said matter-of-factly. With the kind of money you’re raking in, you could easily afford to spend a hundred times your current food budget.


      “Well, yeah, sure, but...”


      Something’s holding you back?


      “W-Well, I’m just kinda worried about getting so used to luxury that I can’t settle for anything less,” he explained, sounding conflicted.


      Alpha gave him a knowing smile. Akira, Akira. Think of the kind of fights you’re accustomed to now. You’re already used to dropping millions of aurum on meds and ammo, and billions on gear—you have to, just to survive. So it’s a little late to be worrying about your standard of living now, don’t you think?


      “Yeah... I guess so,” he admitted with a rueful smile. While he knew, deep down, that Alpha was right, it was tough for him to acknowledge it.


      Once you raised your standards, it was tough to lower them again—whether in daily life, combat, or, of course, the hunter profession.


      ◆


      Not long after, Akira found himself summoned to the hospital by Inabe. While the boy wasn’t subjected to a thorough inspection, he did receive a basic checkup and, aside from a slightly elevated nanomachine count, was given a clean bill of health. After undergoing a procedure to remove the excess nanomachines, he was sent to the same hospital room he’d stayed in before.


      As he entered, he discovered Inabe and Hikaru already there, waiting for him.


      “I heard you had it rough on the Gigantas III,” Inabe began. “Glad to see you’ve fully recovered.”


      “Yeah, ’cause I already got treatment on board,” Akira retorted. “So why force me through another checkup?”


      “That was just a pretext for bringing you here. It would have looked weird to call you down to the hospital otherwise. Besides, I want to personally confirm that you were in good condition. After a battle like that, you might be suffering effects that you’re not immediately aware of, and what’ve you got to lose by getting checked again?”


      “Well, yeah, I guess.”


      Then Inabe grew more serious. “Now, before we move on to the real issue at hand, I need to spell a few things out for you. First and foremost, what I’m about to discuss with you is a matter that pertains to Sakashita Heavy Industries. So no matter how much you dislike what I’m about to tell you, you’ll just have to grin and bear it. You’ll be compensated financially for your trouble, after all.”


      Akira bristled at Inabe’s tone—he didn’t enjoy feeling like he had no choice. Even so, he listened attentively to what Inabe had to say.




      While defending the convoy of intercity transports (Inabe began), Akira had gone up against a superhuman named Erde and won by the skin of his teeth. At the time, Erde had been under the mistaken impression that Hikaru was an Old Domain User belonging to Sakashita.


      Hikaru was neither a User nor affiliated with Sakashita. She’d been extremely shocked and confused when Erde had declared her to be such. But Erde hadn’t come to that conclusion out of the blue—he’d held proof so convincing that he’d put his life on the line to capture her.


      And because he’d swallowed that misinformation, he’d ended up fighting Akira and lost his life in the process.


      Sakashita had pulled a fast one on him—Harmers had signed off on the scheme, and Shirou had carried it out. The news that Sakashita had a genius Old Domain User on their side, that this individual almost never left the company’s grounds, and that the company was planning on transporting them covertly to a distant city was all top secret. Possessed of an excellent information network, Erde and his team had naturally succeeded in uncovering this detail—never realizing they were playing right into Shirou’s hands.


      By the time their attack on the transport had begun, it was too late for them to notice their intel contained a falsehood. Shirou had maneuvered Hikaru into the role of an unwitting decoy as a faux Sakashita VIP, thus leaving her to face the power of a nationalist superhuman.


      Inabe didn’t actually name names; he merely told the boy what had happened, and pinned the blame on Sakashita. Akira scowled but accepted his explanation.


      “I guess that makes sense,” said Akira shortly.


      Watching him closely, Inabe warned him again, “Like I said, this time you’re dealing with Sakashita Heavy Industries. You can be as upset or angry as you want, but you absolutely must not act on those feelings, do you hear?”


      Conflicted, Akira glanced at Hikaru. “That okay with you, though? I mean, they used you as a decoy, and you nearly died.”


      A frown flitted across Hikaru’s face at the memory, but then it vanished, swept away by a smile. “Well, to be honest, I’m pretty ticked off, yeah—but not so much that I want to make an enemy of Sakashita. Despite everything they did to me, they did eventually tell me the whole scoop without covering anything up. Besides, they’re gonna compensate me for my trouble, so I can let bygones be bygones.”


      “Really?” At her words, Akira felt his ire settle down. After all, it was Hikaru who’d been used, not Akira. If she wasn’t going to hold a grudge, then he had no business griping either. Besides, he’d had every opportunity to leave her behind and save his own skin—it had been his choice to stay and fight Erde. In his eyes, therefore, it seemed wrong to hold Sakashita accountable for his brush with death.


      “All right, then I won’t make a stink either. You’re cool with that too, right, Hikaru?”


      “Yeah, of course! In fact, that’d be a huge help. Thanks, Akira!”


      Seeing the youngsters grinning at each other, Inabe let out a small sigh of relief. He could just imagine how Kibayashi, in the same position, would have gleefully goaded Akira into unleashing hell, and Inabe mentally patted himself on the back for having decided to appoint Hikaru as Akira’s handler.


      “So here’s why I’m sharing all this with you. Erde, the man who attacked you two, was judged to be quite a formidable adversary even for Sakashita’s forces. And since you took him out, Akira, you proved to be a great help in defending Sakashita’s VIP. So the corporation owes you big time, and they want to reward you for your efforts. That’s the real reason I called you here today—to discuss what specific reward you might have in mind. But before that...” He gave Hikaru a meaningful glance. “Hikaru, Akira and I are about to have a rather...sensitive discussion. Do you want to sit in on it, as his handler?”


      “O-Oh, no, I don’t think so,” she replied. “Whatever you want to talk about is so important that you came here personally to discuss it with him, after all. Even as his handler, I doubt that’s something a mere employee like me should be privy to. So I’ll see myself out.” She bowed and left the room.


      Akira silently watched her go, then turned a suspicious look on Inabe. “Hey, what’s this really all about, anyway?”


      “Just what I said. We’re going to discuss how Sakashita should compensate you. However, this also potentially concerns Udajima—or more precisely, a method by which we can get rid of him. Hikaru picked up on that, which is why she excused herself just now. We’re talking about a plot to murder a city executive, after all. At the moment, she can still claim plausible deniability. She couldn’t have done that if she’d stuck around. You can see why in order to maintain her status as an innocent bystander, it’s critical for her to remain out of the loop.”


      “Yeah, I can see that.”


      “And while I’m at it, I’ll give you a relevant warning. Hikaru might be your handler, but if you get careless and let anything slip to her, she’ll have to face the consequences of knowing too much, and we will be forced to deal with her accordingly. I doubt you want that, so keep your mouth shut. For her sake.”


      “Got it. I will,” said Akira with a serious look in his eyes.


      Inabe’s opinion of Hikaru rose a little. It wasn’t that Akira cared about getting innocent bystanders involved in general, but rather that he was trying to protect Hikaru in particular. Not just anyone could stir up that kind of impulse in Akira.


      “All right, now to get down to brass tacks. First, keep in mind that I’m only giving you your options here—I’m not forcing you to choose one over another. You’re completely free to decide whichever way you want. I just want to lay out all of your options on the table so that you don’t start suspecting I’m deliberately hiding any of them from you. Got it?”


      “G-Got it.” Hearing disclaimer after disclaimer from Inabe, Akira felt taken aback—and a little intimidated. Just what was he about to hear?


      “Good. Now, when an entity like Sakashita offers you a reward, that’s tantamount to admitting they’re now in your debt. You could, of course, request money or an even higher hunter rank, but why stop there? Let me be frank: you can even ask them to put pressure on Kugamayama City to oust Udajima. Then he’ll lose his standing completely and be cast outside the city walls, defenseless and at your mercy.” Inabe stared hard at Akira before continuing. “I can handle those negotiations with Sakashita personally, so you’ll have nothing to worry about there. All you have to do is say the word. So...what’ll it be?”


      Having such an option thrust before him so suddenly, Akira was honestly at a loss as to how to respond.


      ◆


      After leaving Akira’s hospital room, Hikaru reflected on her debriefing with Inabe the day before. In her mind’s eye, she could still see the whole meeting quite vividly. There she was, reporting to him about how Akira’s transport commission had gone... Now she was also mentioning the information Kibayashi had sent her—apart from the detail, of course, that he suspected Inabe and Akira of conspiring to unseat, exile, and do away with Udajima...


      And then came Inabe’s chilling response. First off, he posited that Kibayashi had sent her that info to trap her. Not only had Kibayashi informed her that Akira was an extremely dangerous individual, he’d also notified her that Akira’s enemy Udajima was boarding the same transport. It didn’t take a genius to predict that Hikaru would then do everything in her power to make sure the two didn’t meet, possibly even taking Akira off the transport. But if Akira had abandoned the intercity transport job without warning, it would have reflected poorly on Hikaru, and she might even have been removed from her position as his handler.


      Kibayashi would have found this convenient, since Akira served as his primary source of entertainment.


      As Hikaru listened, fully absorbed in his words, Inabe added that Udajima might also have set a trap—for Akira. Udajima was certainly keeping tabs on the boy, and the latter’s job on the Gigantas III had hardly been top secret. So Udajima had probably made a reservation on the same transport without ever intending to actually board it, just to mislead Akira into thinking that the executive was there. Had Akira headed to Udajima’s room to attack him, the transport’s police would have intercepted him.


      Besides, even if Udajima had chosen to board the transport after all, he would have reserved his room under a different name to elude Akira.


      “Granted, I can’t prove any of this for the time being,” Inabe finished. “Whatever the truth of the matter, nothing changes the fact that you handled Akira like a pro during this whole incident. I have nothing to criticize regarding your performance. Expect a favorable evaluation from me going forward. Well done!”


      “Th-Thank you very much...”


      At such a muted response, Inabe frowned. He’d essentially just told her—an ambitious young woman whose heart was set on rising to great heights—that her future in the city was secure, yet he couldn’t detect the slightest trace of joy in her.


      “S-Section Chief Inabe, about being Akira’s handler...” Hikaru began hesitantly. “This incident taught me that I don’t have what it takes to manage high-ranking hunters after all. I know you personally appointed me, so I’m quite embarrassed to say this, but I want to resign from being Akira’s handler.”


      Evidently realizing that the events on the Gigantas III had broken her, Inabe spoke casually. “Oh, really? Well, that’s a shame, but I’m certainly not going to force you to do something you don’t want to. I could, of course, but that would only make you less motivated, which wouldn’t help anyone. However, I can’t reassign you right away. Finding another suitable handler will take time, and you’ve still got the issue with Akira’s equipment to wrap up first, right? So carry on as you have been until that’s done.”


      “All right, I can do that. Thank you, Section Chief! I’ll be going now.” After breathing a small sigh of relief, Hikaru bowed to him politely and turned toward the door.


      But before she could leave, Inabe gave her a somewhat cryptic warning. “By the way, just a word of advice: you’re an extremely competent worker, and I can’t afford to squander your talent. I won’t let you become a nobody. And remember that staying neutral is not necessarily the same thing as being uninvolved. Those who are determined to stay neutral must be prepared to make enemies of both sides. You might be competent, but you’re not powerful. Keep that in mind as you’re navigating your way up.”


      Hikaru bowed again, then scurried out of Inabe’s office. Inabe watched her go without another word.




      Returning to the present, Hikaru gave a small sigh as she stood in the hallway. They’re definitely talking about their plans for Udajima right now. She had no definite proof to go on—only Kibayashi’s hunch—but based on the facts she did know, he was probably spot-on.


      As a resident of the inner city, she was strongly averse to the idea of murder. She didn’t want to be associated with the killing of anyone, let alone find herself wrapped up in a bloodbath between city executives. But she also understood that at this point, it would be extremely difficult to remain completely uninvolved. She was a subordinate of Inabe’s and, as Akira’s handler, was assisting the boy in raising his hunter rank. She was also in charge of procuring his new gear. Both of these would aid Akira in killing Udajima, which would make it hard to keep claiming she was neutral or unaffiliated with their scheme.


      Udajima and his supporters certainly wouldn’t see it that way, at least.


      “I guess only the strong are allowed to claim neutrality, huh?”


      After the battle on the Gigantas III, Hikaru no longer had any desire to climb a ladder of success that was fashioned from connections to high-ranking hunters. But that didn’t mean she had abandoned her ambitions. She just had to find some other path upward.


      Even so, she found herself coming back to Inabe’s assertion that only the strong were allowed to stay neutral. How conceited and naive she’d been to think that a regular citizen like her could become sufficiently powerful and influential for that! And now that her conceit had waned considerably, she could clearly see that there was no merit for her whatsoever in getting caught up in Inabe and Udajima’s feud, even if she stayed neutral. Their clash was just another hurdle she had to jump over.


      But how was she going to do that? How could she overcome her present situation? Hikaru kicked her brain into high gear.


      ◆


      Recovering from his shock, Akira answered Inabe without hesitation.


      “Just ask them to give me money and to raise my hunter rank. That’s all I want.”


      “Are you sure? It’s your decision, of course, but this really is a golden opportunity, you know?”


      “Yeah, I’m aware. I just think money and a boost in hunter rank would benefit me more. Look, I never said I’d do whatever it took to kill him, nor that I’d sacrifice everything else to do so. It’s not my life’s goal or anything.”


      Inabe gave him a searching look, as though trying to read some deeper meaning behind his words.


      So Akira clarified, “Whether I go kill Udajima or not, I’m still gonna need better gear—gear that can protect me from superhumans. I’m not really sure why, but that sort of thing tends to happen to me a lot. So I asked Hikaru to snag me some powerful equipment, but the top-of-the-line goods are gated behind hunter rank as well as price, right? So I’m gonna need both.” There was a determined look in his eye as he added, “You’ve got your priorities, and I’ve got mine. Unseating Udajima might be a priority for you, but I’m not going to put off a new set of gear for that. Not tryna step on your toes, but that’s just how it is.”


      “Oh, no, I think you’re misunderstanding,” Inabe replied, his expression softening. “Like I said, I don’t intend to force your hand in any way. If that’s your decision, that’s perfectly fine with me. Very well, I’ll tell them you want to be compensated financially and to have your hunter rank raised.”


      From Akira’s reaction, Inabe now had a good idea of the boy’s level of commitment to killing Udajima. Then the city executive probed, “But if that’s your reasoning, why not just ask Sakashita to provide you with the gear you want directly? They can bypass any rank or monetary limitations for you. Just think of the quality of the equipment you could acquire that way.”


      “Oh, well, I’m currently under contract to buy my next set of gear from Kiryou. And I kinda already asked Hikaru to handle those negotiations for me.”


      Of course, with the power Sakashita held, they could easily have done something about said contract: at the very least, they could have breached it without any repercussions. But to Inabe, Akira’s determination—or stubborn insistence—to uphold and honor his agreements stood in the boy’s favor, at least for the time being. Such conviction meant that even if Akira felt angry enough to kill someone, he would honor his promises, and this was an especially important trait for someone with Akira’s current status to have. After all, to those tasked with upholding law and order in the East, hunters who didn’t keep their promises and thus couldn’t be tied down by agreements were no better than monsters.


      “Very well, we’ll leave things to Hikaru. But it’ll be some time before you have that gear in your hands, then, and it wouldn’t do to leave you unarmed in the meantime—which is why I’ve prepared you this.” Inabe turned his gaze to the large suitcase in the corner of the room.


      Inside was a new set of gear for Akira.


      Yet though it was fresh off the assembly line, the boy was already quite familiar with the kind of equipment he saw before him: another CA31R powered suit and a pair of LEO multifunction guns. All three came with the exact same functions and add-ons as Akira’s previous gear. Inabe had negotiated with Kiryou and Toson to loan these to Akira while his other equipment was being fixed up.


      Of course, Akira’s powered suit had been damaged utterly beyond repair in his fight with Erde, but the pretext of “loaner” equipment made it easier for Inabe to force his request through. The guns Akira had carried in that fight were also irreparably damaged—but not those attached to his bike’s support arm, so it had been simple for Inabe to obtain replacement weapons under the same pretext.


      And after being abandoned on the transport’s roof, Akira’s bike had been retrieved by transport security and carried back to the cargo hold. Later on, Hikaru had ordered the bike to be sent for repairs, which was where it was at present.


      Inabe detailed all this to Akira and added, “By the way, I’ll foot the bill for this interim set of gear, so use it however you like.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes, I don’t mind. If you died, we’d both be in trouble,” Inabe said with a small grin. Then he grew serious again. “In fact, frankly speaking, you’ve been a sitting duck ever since you got back to the city—that’s nearly a full day during which you were completely defenseless. Your house might be part of the city, but it’s still outside the walls. Perhaps its location’s not as dangerous as the slums, which might as well be the wasteland, but your safety’s not guaranteed there. Udajima could have easily sent his men to attack you in that brief span. Be more aware of your safety in the future.”


      “Got it. I will.” Akira had to acknowledge Inabe was right. The boy grimaced—he’d been way too careless.


      Then Alpha cut in. Just for the record, Akira, even if you had been attacked, I would have noticed beforehand and helped you escape.


      Yeah, I guess so. Thanks, Alpha. He felt like Alpha’s comment was just an excuse for his carelessness, and one she’d only brought up after the fact. Still, the fact remained that he wasn’t ever entirely defenseless while he had Alpha with him, and he was grateful to her for that all the same.


      Inabe was speaking again. “I’ll also say that had you chosen to use your reward from Sakashita to unseat Udajima, I would have kept you here in the hospital until he lost his standing in Kugamayama. The city manages this hospital, so even if Udajima’s goons were lurking around here, he’d have to think twice before attacking a citizen in a city-owned facility.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Yes, hence why I called you here. I’m not sure how high I can get Sakashita to boost your rank, but the higher it goes, the more pressure it’ll put on Udajima. In other words, Udajima has a vested interest in preventing that from happening and might intervene. And once he finds out you’re seeking better gear on top of that, you could be in even more danger. So just be careful.”


      “Got it.”


      “That’s pretty much all from me, except...” For a moment, Inabe considered telling Akira that Hikaru planned to resign as his handler, but then thought better of it. “No, never mind. That’s all from me. Anything on your end you want to discuss?”


      “Let’s see...” Alpha, any ideas?


      Not that I can think of, no.


      “Nothing comes to mind, really.”


      “All right. In that case, I’ll call Hikaru back in and let Sakashita know what you want. Once we know how much they’re willing to offer, you’ll have a better idea of your budget, and then you can discuss with Hikaru what kind of gear you’d like to purchase.”


      After Hikaru reappeared, Inabe briefly brought her up to speed, then left. When he was gone, Hikaru gave Akira a furtive glance.


      “What’s that for?” Akira asked.


      “N-Nothing,” she said.


      Inabe had informed Hikaru that Akira had “chosen” money and a rank boost from Sakashita as his compensation fee, implying that Akira could have selected other options as well. As for what those might have been, Hikaru could hazard a guess. But she figured it’d be best not to pry, so she changed the subject instead.


      “B-By the way, I’m guessing you want to spend every last aurum from Sakashita on your new set of gear?”


      “Yeah. Oh, but leave room in the budget for ammo and such too.”


      “Very good. I don’t know how much they’ll pay you, but considering they’re one of the Big Five, you’re bound to receive a significant amount. I might not be able to get you Front Line gear, but I should be able to find you something pretty close.”


      “No kidding? I mean, I’m sure that’ll make the negotiations on your end even more of a pain, but I’d definitely appreciate it if you could.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve got this! Just leave it to me—I’m your handler, after all!”


      She gave him a big smile, silently adding in her head, At least for now.


      ◆


      Udajima, meanwhile, received a call from a subordinate with an update on Akira.


      “Hm... So let me get this straight: Akira’s still alive, and he’s currently lying low in a hospital under Inabe’s jurisdiction? Are you certain this information is accurate?”


      “Yes, sir. But unfortunately, that’s all I’ve been able to confirm. No idea how severe the boy’s injuries are.”


      “Okay. Keep looking into it.” Udajima hung up, then scowled. “So he didn’t die after all. Goddammit!”


      The moment Udajima had learned that the transport convoy had been assaulted, he’d sought to confirm whether Akira had survived. Not only did the boy have strong ties to Inabe, he was also a high-ranking hunter who clearly regarded Udajima with hostility. Had Akira kicked the bucket, Udajima might have had a small chance to turn the tables on Inabe after all.


      But here he’d run into a problem—Inabe was spreading all kinds of rumors to cover up the truth. Akira was alive—no, Akira was dead. Akira had returned home without a scratch—wait, in fact, he’d been transported to the hospital nearly on his deathbed. At the same time, Sakashita Heavy Industries was currently conducting their citywide search for Shirou, which included trying to keep the city in the dark as to what the corporation was actually looking for—thus rendering any news making the city’s rounds even less reliable.


      Udajima reviewed his subordinate’s report in his head. “Akira’s hunter rank is currently...55, they said? Preposterous! There’s no way he could have raised it that high in such a short time. Sure, he went all the way to Zegelt City, but you’re telling me he pulled that off in only a week?”


      In general, the higher one’s hunter rank rose, the harder it became to raise it further. Suppose there was a rank 50 hunter whose actual ability would have merited rank 55. In order to reach said rank, such a hunter would usually have to carry out missions in a region that required their level of competence for at least a year—or spend several months in some place that demanded a skill level beyond theirs. And that was the bare minimum. After all, the true purpose of hunter ranks was to indicate not a hunter’s ability but their level of contribution to the Eastern League of Governing Corporations.


      But raising one’s hunter rank in a week? Even when working in an area appropriate to one’s ability? Unthinkable! No hunter could gain a single level in such a short time! Even after his stellar performance during the all-important monster-culling mission, Akira’s hunter rank had stayed at 50.


      Now, it was 55. Just what on earth had Akira accomplished—what kinds of dangers had he faced and conquered—to shoot up five whole ranks?


      As a city executive, Udajima knew the answer. And a hunter who’d survived that had the executive in his sights. Udajima grimaced at the thought.


      Then he received another video call.


      “What do you want?” he snarled.


      “Ooh, looks like someone’s in a grumpy mood,” said the person on the other end. “What’s going on?”


      “Nothing that concerns you. If you have business with me, spit it out.”


      “Just a sales call, that’s all. Remember what I told you about twelve hours ago? I’ve got some information you miiight be interested in. Sure, you already turned me down once, but I was checking in to see if maybe you’d changed your mind?”


      “Oh, that. No, I’m still not interested. Who in their right mind would pay two billion aurum for intelligence without knowing what kind of info it was?”


      Viola’s proposal had been laughable, and it went without saying that Udajima had declined. And at the time, Viola hadn’t pressed any further either, only leaving him with a small smile as she’d accepted his refusal.


      But now she was back. “About that, actually: I’ll give you a discount if you act now. Two million aurum, and it’s yours.”


      “Two million?! Did you try to palm off info worth two million aurum for a thousand times its value?!”


      A mischievous gleam flashed in Viola’s eyes. “Perish the thought! The value of information fluctuates greatly. Over time, this intel became worth a lot less, that’s all.”


      Udajima frowned, thinking this over. Just what could she know that had dropped so drastically in value in such a short time? He couldn’t help but be curious.


      “All right, fine, I’ll buy. Here you go.”


      “Transaction confirmed! Thank you for your service, as always—and I just sent you the data.”


      Udajima’s voice shook. “Th-This is...”


      In his hands was irrefutable evidence that Akira had lost nearly all of his gear while escorting the transports. It also stated that he had headed back to his house afterward almost entirely unarmed. Udajima had let a golden opportunity to assassinate Akira slip through his fingers.


      “You—you bitch! Why didn’t you tell me this was about Akira?!”


      Viola remained utterly unfazed by the fury in Udajima’s voice. “Why on earth would I want to do that?” she replied calmly. “I mean, if I’d said so up front, then asked a price like two billion, you would have been able to connect the dots and figure it out anyway, right?”


      Udajima didn’t say a word. Denying what she’d said was tantamount to admitting he’d been incompetent enough to fall for Viola’s trick.


      “To be honest, I would have preferred to keep the two billion aurum figure concealed as well,” she continued. “After all, there are only so many kinds of data a person in your situation would find valuable enough to pay such a sum for. But you can’t buy something without knowing how much it costs, so I had no choice.”


      “That makes sense from a business perspective, of course,” said Udajima. “But then why lower the price down to two million?”


      “Oh, more intel? That’ll be five million.”


      After Udajima grudgingly paid up again, she sent him another eye-opener. This time, it was proof that Inabe had struck a deal with Kiryou and Toson, and that both companies had sent their products over to the hospital where Akira was staying. Now the boy was armed and dangerous once more. If Udajima launched a half-hearted attack now, Akira would easily fight back, and the executive would pay dearly with the lives of his subordinates. His golden opportunity had already passed. As realization dawned, Udajima gritted his teeth hard, making every effort not to scream at Viola.


      “Well, then, that’ll be all,” she said, clearly teasing him. “Oh, one more thought. You might have thought two billion was an outrageous price to pay, and yeah, it was. You can’t really fault me for overcharging an exec, now, can you? After all, business is all about making money by gauging demand and selling one’s product to whoever needs it most at the time. Isn’t that right? Bye, now!” With that, she hung up.


      Udajima slammed the table with his fist. But he quickly got a hold of himself and regained his calm. Well, even if I’d paid her two billion at the outset, there’s no guarantee she would have given me the same info as she did just now. It’s entirely possible she would have pulled a bait and switch on me. I might have let this chance slip away, but I don’t think I made the wrong choice. Who was to say that, once he’d bought whatever worthless info Viola might have slipped him, she wouldn’t have turned around and sold news of his purchase to Inabe?


      Besides, however defenseless Akira might have been, it would have been difficult for a city executive to dispatch a secret unit of assassins to a residential area in the city, even if their target lived outside the walls. In the end, there was no way he would have gotten his money’s worth.


      As he continued indulging in sour grapes, he tried to remain calm. “I’m not finished yet! Not by a long shot! I can still turn this around! I just need one chance!” He spoke loudly, both to bolster his spirits and to drown out the persistent thought that such a chance would not be readily forthcoming—his back was now too far up against the wall.


      ◆


      After hanging up on Udajima, Viola grinned to herself in her office. “Not long now!”


      When someone was backed into a corner, they were more prone to reckless actions, and more likely to take risky bets. And for all their power, city bigwigs were no exception—just as when Inabe had been pressured by Udajima and had resorted to the scheme involving Akira’s Old World data terminals.


      Udajima, too, would reach his limit and detonate shortly. Very shortly, most likely. So Viola was gleefully pouring fuel on the fire, hoping to make him explode as quickly and as tremendously as possible. Now, with a king-sized bomb named Akira in play, she had the chance to ignite a conflagration of unprecedented scale.


      Oh, to see this with her own eyes!


      Viola couldn’t go against her nature, nor did she even try. She just smiled, enamored of the vision playing out in her imagination.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 213: Shirou Takes a Holiday


      Sakashita Heavy Industries was still occupying the Special Rental Ward in Kugamayama’s elite district, and it was here that Sugadome, a Sakashita bigwig, met with Harmers. The superhuman bowed.


      “I’m truly ashamed of myself,” he announced. “I have no excuse for my failure to keep tabs on Shirou.”


      With Harmers was Matsubara, who brought Sugadome up to speed on their search for Shirou. The young man was still at large, even though security cameras all over Kugamayama, both inside and outside the walls, had reported 2,812 sightings of him—each one had proven to be a red herring, the result of someone tampering with the cameras’ data. Sakashita had investigated every single lead, just to be sure, but this had turned out to be nothing more than a wild-goose chase.


      Nevertheless, given the sheer extent to which Shirou had messed with the cameras, the powers that be were all but certain that he was still lurking somewhere near Kugamayama. So they extended their search to the area just outside the city, all the while treating him publicly as a regular missing person in order to keep his identity as an Old Domain User under wraps.


      As Matsubara finished his report, Sugadome’s gaze shifted to Harmers. A shiver went down the superhuman’s spine.


      “Shirou’s escape was indeed your fault,” Sugadome told him. “But I can’t chew you out too harshly. You did ask for permission before leaving his side, and I was the one who signed off on it. I know I’m covering my own ass here too, but let’s just say you and I made the best calls we could to protect Shirou at the time, and leave it at that.”


      “Thank you very much, sir!” Harmers let out a sigh of relief. He was off the hook.


      “Besides,” Sugadome went on, “we already knew there was a chance this could happen when we decided to let Shirou out of the facility. The company ultimately chose to run that risk. And when I decided to let you go get treated, I didn’t know Shirou had altered the data at my disposal to give the false impression that you were at death’s door—though I suppose one could argue I should have been on the lookout for that kind of sleight of hand. In any case, there’s no point in chiding you any further.”


      Matsubara glanced between the two of them as though to say, “You’re really letting him off that easily?” but gave no more sign of his dissatisfaction with his superior’s call.


      Seeing that Matsubara wasn’t going to object, Sugadome then broached the subject of how they were going to handle the situation going forward. “So here’s where we’re at: Harmers, your job is to protect Shirou and monitor him, but right now, he’s on the run.”


      “Yes, sir, say no more! I’ll do everything I possibly can to locate him!” declared Harmers, determined to make up for his blunder.


      But Sugadome shut him down at once. “No, I want you on standby. You might be outstanding in combat, but that’s not what we need in order to find a missing person. You’re not the right man for the job, so until I figure out who is, I’m putting you on break.”


      “Understood, sir,” Harmers replied, looking disappointed.


      “Be ready to roll out, though. Once we find Shirou, I’m certain the search team will require your expertise to help secure him.”


      “Yes, sir!” Harmers leaped at the opportunity to redeem himself. Looking resolute, he bowed politely, then left the room.


      Sugadome turned to Matsubara with a hint of a smile. “You think I was too soft on him, don’t you?”


      Matsubara hesitated a moment before replying. “No, sir, not at all.”


      A lie, of course, and they both knew it. So Matsubara quickly changed the subject.


      “However, there are still some things about the attack on the transport that I find quite puzzling, don’t you? If the assailants were targeting Shirou, why did they risk luring down a sky fiend, of all things, as part of their plan? What if Shirou had died to the monster’s attacks? Sure, they needed to penetrate our company’s security somehow—and calling down a sky fiend would definitely help, even if they failed to grab Shirou in the end—but something still doesn’t add up.”


      “Most likely, they never cared about capturing Shirou from the start,” said Sugadome—a brief answer to a deep-seated doubt.


      Matsubara looked utterly bewildered. “But, I mean, wasn’t that the whole purpose of the attack?”


      “Okay, so maybe I made a bit of an overstatement,” Sugadome clarified. “They did want to nab him, but that wasn’t their top priority, or anywhere near the top. That said, I’m sure they would have preferred to succeed in capturing him, rather than failing.”


      But seeing that Matsubara just looked even more confused, Sugadome sketched out his reasoning. As Matsubara already knew, baiting a sky fiend down past the clouds was no doubt an expensive operation. If the attackers merely wanted to strike Sakashita, they could have targeted any of a number of its facilities and gotten more bang for their aurum. To choose that specific transport convoy over all other possibilities meant the enemy had to be after Shirou.


      Thus far had Matsubara been able to reason on his own. Sugadome, however, suspected they weren’t just after Shirou, but rather all the cargo headed to Kugamayama City. The transport convoy had been packed full of Sakashita goods intended to aid in conquering the Kuzusuhara depths, including the mechs designed for the Front Line. Therefore, Sugadome believed the attackers’ true target had been the supply line supporting the effort to clear out the ruin.


      “In short, their objective wasn’t Shirou—it was to sound us out. They wanted to confirm how serious our company is about restarting our efforts to conquer Kuzusuhara by seeing how we responded to their attack.”


      “A-All that effort just to probe our company goals?!”


      Sugadome responded with a calmness that contrasted starkly with his subordinate’s shock. “Yeah. If Shirou had been blasted away, they wouldn’t have cared. They would have just watched how quickly we arranged for his replacement in order to take stock of our intentions.”


      “E-Even so, I find it hard to believe they’d stage such a large-scale attack for that reason alone.”


      “Well, try to put yourself in their shoes. If we were serious about Kuzusuhara, the attack on our supply line would be worth it. I mean, when you compare the enemy numbers that assaulted the convoy to the forces we had when we tried to conquer the Kuzusuhara depths fifty years ago, this recent attack doesn’t seem so large-scale after all, does it?”


      “W-Well... I suppose not.” As Matsubara’s expression gradually shifted from bewilderment to understanding, however, a new doubt formed in his mind. “But that means the ones behind the attack were—”


      “Obviously, an organization that can afford to go to such lengths just to feel us out. And groups like that are few and far between. Most likely, it was one of the other Big Five. They’re the only ones I can think of who’d want to know our future plans for Kuzusuhara badly enough to shell out that much.”


      “So you don’t believe the nationalists had a hand in this?”


      “No, nationalists definitely carried it out. In all probability, the other corporation sent underlings who’d been tainted by nationalist ideology, fully expecting they’d be killed in action. Can’t prove it, of course—but then again, it’d be a problem if I could. After all, that’s just how we roll in the Big Five.”


      The Big Five were a central presence within the Eastern League of Governing Corporations. They ostensibly cooperated with the League in ruling the East and seemingly maintained a tight-knit alliance among the five of them. But behind the scenes, the five corporations waged an ongoing feud. Quite a few disputes, including any involving valuable relics and lucrative ruins, had led to the corporations using force against each other.


      Yet, though there had been no shortage of deaths in these clashes over the years—in fact, many of the companies’ schemes would surely lead to war if they were ever brought to light—the Big Five sought to avoid all-out conflict among themselves, as this could result in the destruction of the entire East. Neither Sakashita nor the rest of the Big Five wanted that, so they generally declared that such maneuverings were the work of nationalists, even if they knew the truth of the matter. And by collectively denouncing the nationalists every opportunity they got, they kept the truth hidden from the public at large. Sometimes this involved setting up their own organizations posing as nationalist fronts, and sometimes it even involved working with actual nationalists. Sugadome was one of those authorized to carry out such plans, and so he’d immediately suspected that one of the other four corporations had been behind this attack.


      He also knew that this “standard procedure” was a double-edged sword. Corporate employees who could pose as nationalists had to be immersed in nationalist ideas. But often, as the subordinates came to understand and sympathize more with that ideology, they converted into actual nationalists and switched allegiances. Such betrayal wasn’t as mundane as becoming a turncoat for money. The Big Five were the ones with the money and who controlled the money. In other words, these employees turned traitor because they’d lost faith in the social structures built around the Eastern League.


      By definition, spies resorted to unethical methods to realize whatever goal they believed in, so those who adopted nationalist ideals were especially dangerous in the eyes of the League. The corporations’ go-to method of dealing with these traitors was to assign them missions they weren’t likely to return from. Any budding nationalists would thus perish along with their ideals. And Sugadome strongly suspected a few such traitors had also died while carrying out the attack.


      At this, Matsubara couldn’t help voicing the first doubt that came to his mind. “Let’s suppose you’re right, and one of the Big Five—say Tatsumori or Tsukisada—really did attack us to see whether we were serious about our ongoing efforts in Kuzusuhara. What do you suppose they concluded? Do they think we’re fully committed to arriving at the ruin’s inner sanctum?”


      “Who’s to say? But they probably think it’s likely, at least. We coerced the transport personnel into departing on schedule for Kugamayama City. And once upon a time, before it grew into the city it is today, Kugamayama was originally a forward base for conquering Kuzusuhara. So I wouldn’t be surprised if they concluded that the reason for the forced departure was to maintain the supply line necessary to reach the heart of Kuzusuhara.”


      Sugadome spoke casually, but Matsubara winced, feeling increasingly anxious.


      “And,” wondered the Sakashita underling aloud, “would their conclusion be correct? Or completely off base?”


      Implied in Matsubara’s query was a host of deeper questions. Was Sakashita Heavy Industries really planning to renew the dream they’d once abandoned—to completely conquer the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins? If so, what exactly were they hoping to find at the end of the road? Was there really something so valuable there that the other four corporations would go so far just to gauge Sakashita’s resolve? And did the higher-ups even know what they were looking for?


      Was this the real reason Sugadome had been sent here to Kugamayama—to take charge of the work in Kuzusuhara? And had Shirou’s arrival here been part of that plan all along?


      Matsubara knew he’d just asked an extremely sensitive question, but he couldn’t take back the words now.


      “That’s need-to-know,” said the Sakashita bigwig as casually as before. “I’ll let you know when I decide you need to.”


      “Very well.” Matsubara had no intention of probing beyond what was allowed to him—knowing where that boundary lay was already important information. “On a different note, why do you think Shirou decided to run away? According to the reports I’ve read, he’s not the destructive, rebellious type.” Surely the boy was smart enough to understand that he had been confined for his own safety, and the corporation had treated him so well in confinement that he shouldn’t have wanted for anything. Why would Shirou choose to flee nevertheless?


      Sugadome smirked. “Maybe he just...wanted some time to himself. To get out and see the sights, you know.”


      “Playing the tourist, huh?” Matsubara figured his boss was joking and responded in kind. “Perhaps we’ve coddled him too much. Maybe even our company’s brilliant Old Domain User needs to stretch his legs every now and then.” With that, he left the room to return to his own work.


      Once Sugadome was alone, he turned his gaze to the center of the room. There on the floor sat a holographic projector.


      “Connect me.”


      At Sugadome’s spoken command, the device came to life. It accessed a secret comm line, which belonged to Sakashita Heavy Industries, and connected to a certain individual in a remote location. The display sprang to life, and said individual suddenly appeared as though physically present in the room.


      “Give me a progress report,” demanded Sugadome. “Made any headway toward negotiating with her?”


      The other person looked put out by his question. “Nothing yet, obviously. C’mon, you can’t expect results that quickly.”


      “Well, I won’t rush you, but...don’t try my patience.”


      “Yeah, yeah, relax! I’m working on it.” The hologram gave a deep sigh.


      And the sight of Shirou, virtual though it might have been, stirred a memory in Sugadome’s mind: a recollection from the very night of Shirou’s flight...




      After receiving the news of the youth’s escape, Sugadome was working alone in his office when the 3D projector came to life without warning. Though he knew the person who appeared quite well, he was nevertheless a little surprised—and exasperated—to see Shirou standing there.


      “You’re awfully bold, you know. Most people at least make an appointment before showing up here,” Sugadome said.


      Shirou was taken aback to see that his sudden appearance hadn’t rattled the executive, but quickly got a hold of himself. “Well, I would’ve liked to, but such things are rather difficult for me right now,” he said, looking cheerful and relaxed.


      “I’ll bet. So, did you come here to explain to me why you flew the coop? Why did you, anyway? Were things really so bad that you felt the need to run off even at the cost of making an enemy of Sakashita?”


      At the phrase “making an enemy of Sakashita,” a bead of sweat ran down Shirou’s cheek. But he managed to maintain his carefree smile, shook his head, and spoke jovially, as though Sugadome were joking. “No way—everything was idyllic there. Thanks for letting me live in the lap of luxury! It’s just, well, when you’re completely cooped up all the time, you start to long for some fresh air, you know? So I just thought I’d do some sightseeing while I’m here. That cool with you?”


      Shirou knew this was an awfully brazen request for someone who’d already fled from Sakashita without permission, and he was almost certain he’d get turned down. But Sugadome didn’t even bat an eye.


      “Sure, knock yourself out. But it’s far too dangerous to wander around without a bodyguard, so I’ll dispatch one to you. Send me your location.”


      Shirou hadn’t expected a positive answer, even with strings attached, and he grew flustered. “Huh? B-But you’re gonna send Harmers again, right? Th-That’d be kinda awkward, and besides, he’s such a wet blanket.”


      “Then I’ll send some chick to guard you. Want to pick one out based on her looks?”


      “A-Actually, I’m pretty shy, so I dunno... Even if she’s pretty, I feel like I won’t really be able to enjoy myself with a complete stranger.”


      Despite the unthinkable degree of compromise Sugadome was offering Shirou, a deserter, the youth continued to demur, sweating bullets all the while.


      “L-Look,” Shirou said. “I’m not planning to defect to Tatsumori or Tsukisada, or whatnot. Once I’ve had my fill of the outside world, I’ll come back, I promise. So just let me do my own thing for a little while. Pretty please?”


      “I can’t allow that, kid.”


      Realizing that the man would never budge, Shirou decided to try a more aggressive approach. Turning a knowing smile on Sugadome, the boy said, “By the way, not to get off-topic or anything, but I’ve taken over this room’s security and have full control of it even as we speak. I made your projector here power on and connect to this secret line, and I’ve set it to delete any record of our conversation.”


      “Seems like you’re right. Well, can’t say I’m really surprised, as this isn’t one of our facilities and so lacks the kind of security that can withstand your caliber of hacking.”


      “Nah, it was pretty tough getting into this room too, you know? You’ve got it pretty good here.” Then, though his tone remained casual, Shirou spoke just a bit more firmly. “But anyway, think about what I can do with this kind of control. By simply fiddling with the AC, I can easily kill anyone in here. So I’d really prefer you to show more leeway regarding my outing.”


      Shirou was threatening not only Sugadome but any other Sakashita personnel who happened to be in a place with weaker security than Sakashita itself. The executive, of course, was well aware of how capable their genius Old Domain User was.


      Even so, he held firm. “If you feel it’s necessary, go ahead and kill me. Then you’ll learn exactly what it means to get on the wrong side of Sakashita.”


      As Sugadome spoke, so calmly he might as well have been discussing the weather, Shirou shivered. What kind of mental fortitude did it take to accept the possibility of death so readily—or to allude to another’s gruesome fate at the hands of his company? Shirou had no doubt that if he pressed this man any further, said gruesome fate would be his own.


      So the young man backpedaled. “My bad, my bad! Guess I took that joke a little too far.” In a sense, he’d prepared himself to meet his demise the moment he’d fled the transport. But now wasn’t the time to play that card. Here, he ought to retreat. If he wanted to fulfill his objective, he couldn’t afford to antagonize Sakashita for a minor reason like this. So even as a cold sweat ran down his back, he gave Sugadome a big grin.


      Sugadome saw right through his facade, but after a pause, answered with a small smile, “That’s what I thought.”


      At that, Shirou heaved a sigh of relief. That was too close, he thought.


      But Sugadome added, “Back to the topic at hand. I can’t permit you to go sightseeing unsupervised, nor will I let you take a vacation. If you want to stay out there, I’m going to put you to work.”


      Shirou was nonplussed. He’d fully expected Sugadome to tell him, “Now that you know your place, get back to your confinement quarters” or something along those lines. But Sugadome’s next words utterly floored him.


      “If you succeed at the task I give, I’ll acknowledge this little holiday of yours as a necessary expense.”


      This was tantamount to saying Sugadome would permit Shirou to remain outside the facility. Even though the permission came with a proviso, the boy had never thought he’d receive it without resorting to threats. Shocked, he nevertheless jumped at the proposal. “What do I have to do?”


      “I’m sending your orders to you now.”


      Shirou received the document and glanced at it. The moment he saw the highest-priority item on the list, though, the boy grimaced.


      “‘Establish a route to negotiate with Tsubaki’? For real? Isn’t she the woman who decapitated the guy who was supposed to negotiate with her and killed all his bodyguards?”


      “That’s the one,” affirmed Sugadome. “A necessary outcome, but terribly tragic all the same. And now it’s on me to ensure they didn’t die for nothing.”


      “If you’re expecting me to fare better in negotiating with her, I think you’ll be disappointed,” said Shirou.


      “By ‘establishing a route,’ I’m talking about setting up a line we can use to communicate with her.”


      “And you think that me using the Old Domain to do so will make negotiating with her any easier? You do know entities like her can kill a human even through the Old Domain, don’t you?”


      “You don’t need to worry about that.”


      “Are you serious?! If there’s a chance she might kill me, I feel like that’s a valid reason to worry!”


      “I didn’t say it wouldn’t happen—I said you don’t need to worry about it. The moment you chose to wander off without a bodyguard, you forfeited your right to be concerned about your own safety.”


      Shirou had no reply. If he were to contradict Sugadome on this point, he might as well just head back to his Sakashita housing.


      “All you need to do,” Sugadome went on, “is set up a line so we can do business with her. I’ll handle the negotiations—unless you’d rather do it. Your call. After all, the greater the successes you bring me, the more of your outing I’ll overlook.”


      “Fine. I’ll give it a shot.”


      “Glad to hear it. Do be aware, though, that I won’t be suspending the ongoing search for you. If you don’t want to be dragged back kicking and screaming, you’d better hurry and give me some good results before they find you.”


      “I’ll do my best. See ya!” Though Shirou recognized he’d gained more from this conversation than he could have ever hoped for, he still looked grim as he ended the transmission.


      Alone in his office once more, Sugadome went over their discussion in his head. Based on the boy’s behavior, Shirou hadn’t been lying about being grateful to Sakashita or promising not to defect to another corporation. So he really did intend to return to Sakashita once he was satisfied. Then why had he fled? Had he shaken off his bodyguard simply because he didn’t want to be hauled back by force—or did he have some other motivation?


      Shirou was incredibly useful as a covert operative and an indispensable resource for Sakashita. Surely he was aware of this and could have used his status as leverage to get whatever he wanted, however unreasonable his demands. So why choose to vanish without asking, without discussing his plans with anyone, and without coming to an agreement with the company?


      Sugadome mulled all of it over, trying to deduce Shirou’s true aim. One particular term the boy had used kept jumping out at him.


      “Sightseeing?” he mused aloud.


      Of course, it was clear as day that Shirou’s objective was not just to see the sights in the city. But Sugadome also didn’t think Shirou was dumb enough to overlook the ramifications of lying to a Sakashita bigwig. In other words, the boy had probably chosen his words to conceal his real goal without actually lying. Surely, then, some grain of truth lay hidden in what he’d said—some hint as to Shirou’s true aim. But what?


      Sugadome’s mind raced further along different possibilities, using the little information he had to go on until he arrived at a conclusion. And had Shirou known, he would have been astonished at how close Sugadome’s inference was to the actual answer.




      Back in the present, Sugadome looked the boy’s 3D image right in the eye, hoping for an update on his progress.


      “How’s your sightseeing going?”


      His question sent a wave of anxiety and fear down Shirou’s spine. “Ah, well, I’ve kinda just been here and there, you know?” The youth looked away slightly.


      “Huh. Maybe you’ve already had your fill and you’re ready to come back?”


      “Well, I dunno about that. I haven’t found anything that really satisfies me yet. Just gimme a little longer.” Shirou grinned evasively.


      Sugadome noticed his caginess but let it slide. “I’m not going to rush you,” the executive said. “But keep in mind that the longer you’re out there enjoying your freedom, the more all the achievements and good graces that you’ve built up with our company are dwindling in exchange. So I wouldn’t take too long if I were you.”


      “I know, I know. ‘Hurry up and get me my results’—that’s basically what you’re saying, right? And like I said, you can’t expect me to get results that quickly. It’s impossible.”


      “Then I expect better news next time.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Later.” With an exaggerated pout, Shirou ended the call.


      “So his sightseeing isn’t going well,” Sugadome muttered once he was alone again, his expression stern.


      In that case, he wouldn’t have to use force to apprehend Shirou. Not yet, anyway.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 214: A Covert Conversation


      Once again, Hikaru was hard at work like always, spinning her talent for business into interest from multiple companies who wanted the high-ranker Akira to use their products and advertise for them.


      “Yes, that’s right!” she declared. “Hot on the heels of his transport security job, Akira’s hunter rank has now climbed to 55! That’s five whole ranks in just one measly week!”


      She had decided she was only going to stay on as his handler until he received a new set of gear. In order to repay Akira for saving her life—and so that she could resign from her position as quickly as possible—she was determined to power through these negotiations, no matter how challenging.


      “I’m sure I don’t have to explain just how impressive such a feat is, right? And this, this is your one-in-a-million chance to have a hunter like that switch over to your products! Just imagine what a leg up that’ll give you against your competition!”


      The negotiations were tough, but not because the other party wasn’t interested. On the contrary, this company was champing at the bit to employ Akira in their marketing campaign. The hard part for Hikaru was making sure she put enough bait on the hook to get Akira the high performance gear he wanted. To do that, she had to make the companies compete among themselves for their chance.


      “Now Inabe is backing this hunter! And Kiryou is giving Akira special treatment, allowing him to borrow brand-new equipment ostensibly until his old gear is ‘repaired,’ but knowing full well it’s really unsalvageable. Kiryou also footed the bill for Akira’s last set of gear, so it might seem likely that he’ll buy his next set from them too. But it’s not set in stone! Now’s your chance to stage a comeback!”


      The salesperson she was talking to hung on her every word. Their company stood to make a killing from advertising, not to mention the chance to secure Akira’s long-term business. But they couldn’t make the call to go tooth and nail against other corporations without a superior’s approval, and the more strings that were attached, the higher up the ladder that approval would have to come from. Given the kinds of conditions that Hikaru had outlined, the salesperson was growing more and more hesitant. They were nearly ready to back out, and it was showing on their face.


      Hikaru wanted to entice them to bite, not convince them to walk away. Reading the salesperson’s expression, she dropped her tone a bit. “Don’t tell this to anyone else—no, really, I’d like you to keep it just between us—but the truth is, Akira’s earned far more from the transport security job than reported. You see, he was secretly involved in another matter.”


      “Oh? How so?”


      “I can’t divulge the specifics, but I can confirm his actual earnings make his reported pay look like pocket change.”


      “Well, that’s interesting, but...” The salesperson trailed off, looking doubtful. The salesperson did not have the rapport with Hikaru to trust this sort of vague hint, and suspected that she was only blowing smoke to make the deal sound more favorable. She seemed way too fishy to trust.


      But this turned out to be a deliberate ploy on her part. “I’m serious—if you leak this to anyone else, I’ll really be in trouble. His real payout came from Sakashita Heavy Industries.”


      The salesperson’s eyes widened. No swindler would dare name-drop one of the Big Five, no matter the scheme. This meant that the reason Hikaru couldn’t go into detail wasn’t that she was making stuff up but that she didn’t want to infringe on Sakashita’s secrets.


      From the salesperson’s expression, Hikaru judged that her opponent believed Hikaru had provided all the information she could. Grinning to herself, she outwardly made a face that suggested she’d just let something slip confidential. “I-I’m sorry. I can’t say any more beyond that. I’ve got my job to consider, after all.”


      “With that additional reward you speak of,” asked the salesperson, “how much higher do you think his rank will go? Up to 58? 60?”


      “I can’t say that either. If I gave you a specific number, you might be able to infer too much. All I can say is that he’s been looking at Front Line gear and comparable goods.”


      In truth, Hikaru had no idea how much higher Sakashita was going to raise Akira’s rank—Inabe was still hashing that out with the corporation. So she chose her words to give the impression that she couldn’t say because of the risk, rather than because she didn’t know. And by mentioning Akira’s desire for Front Line gear, she also led the salesperson to believe that his rank would end up high enough for him to obtain such equipment.


      The salesperson, who regularly dealt with high-rankers, determined that this particular hunter was far too skilled to pass up. If there was even a chance of persuading him to use their company’s products, the salesperson couldn’t just make an executive decision to walk away.


      “All right. I’ll talk it over with my superiors.”


      And that was precisely the judgment Hikaru wanted the other party to make.


      “Thank you very much,” she said, bowing to the salesperson’s AR image. “Have a good day!” She ended the transmission, then let out a deep sigh. “All right. Looks like that one should be in the bag. On to the next!”


      For some time afterward, Hikaru continued divulging this “info just between us” to the other companies on her list. She secured favorable responses from them all.




      When Hikaru reached a stopping point and took a short break, a coworker invited her to lunch. During the course of their meal, Hikaru heard something she hadn’t expected—that Kibayashi had taken a liking to her. At that, Hikaru immediately grew suspicious.


      “Excuse me? What do you mean by that?”


      “Huh? Just what I said,” answered the other woman. “Still, I was honestly quite surprised. I knew you were jonesing to move up, but I didn’t think you were so desperate as to accept an invitation from Kibayashi. I mean, what were you planning to do if you failed? Do you just have boundless self-confidence? Well, you’ve succeeded regardless, so maybe I’ve just been underestimating you all along.”


      Hikaru was nonplussed. She understood what her coworker was saying, of course—Kibayashi was notorious for providing opportunities that led either to riches or ruin to those with aspirations. Now it sounded like her coworker was saying that Hikaru had gambled on one of those opportunities and won, earning Kibayashi’s approval!


      “W-Wait,” she said, quick to deny it. “I think I know the kind of invitations you’re talking about. The really risky ones? I didn’t sign up for any of those!”


      “Oh, c’mon, you don’t need to hide it. I’d understand if you’d lost and were ashamed of it, but you came out on top! And Kibayashi’s let you become the handler for his favorite hunter, right? You’re pretty much set for life now! Man, I’m so jealous. If you end up becoming my boss one day, go easy on me, okay?”


      “No, you really are mistaken!” Hikaru insisted. “Sure, I’m Akira’s handler now, but only until he gets the gear he wants! Inabe himself told me I could quit after that!”


      Hearing her name-drop Inabe, the other woman realized Hikaru wasn’t just being modest. “Wait, are you serious?” she said, looking just as confused. “That’s odd, then, because I haven’t heard a thing about searching for a replacement for you. Maybe the news just didn’t reach me or something.”


      Hikaru felt increasingly bewildered. Finding a replacement handler for Akira, of all people, would take far longer than for some run-of-the-mill hunter. Surely they would have started looking by now if they were going to find one before she resigned? Otherwise, she’d have to stay on the job that much longer.


      She was supposed to be resigning, right?


      The facts weren’t adding up. Something strange was definitely afoot. She started to feel anxious.


      “Excuse me, I just remembered something I have to do. I’ll talk to you later.”


      “Huh? A-All right, see you round.”


      When Hikaru was alone again, she called Kibayashi. He picked up right away.


      “Hikaru? What’s up? Oh, let me apologize for dragging you into that incident on the transport. But I knew that you, of all people, would pull through—”


      “I need to talk to you in person,” she said sternly, cutting him off. “Are you free right now?”


      “You want to talk? About what? To be honest, I’m pretty busy at the moment. I can tell whatever’s on your mind is important, but wouldn’t it suffice to switch over to a secure line?”


      But Hikaru insisted, “I won your bet, so I think the least you can do is hear me out.”


      At that, Kibayashi’s whole demeanor changed. “All right, you got me. I suppose I can’t refuse now, can I? I’ll meet you. What’s your schedule like?”


      Hearing his jovial tone, Hikaru could just imagine him grinning from ear to ear on the other end of the line. “I’m free now.”


      “In that case, come to the first-floor lobby of the Kugama Building in thirty minutes.”


      “I’ll be there. Goodbye.” She hung up.


      “That bastard!” she growled. It was all she could do to keep herself from screaming. She’d been participating in Kibayashi’s gamble all along, and she hadn’t even known it!


      Now aware at last, she stomped toward the lobby, gritting her teeth in fury.




      By the time Hikaru arrived early at their rendezvous, she’d calmed down enough that she wasn’t grinding her teeth anymore, but she still looked rather irritated.


      Kibayashi showed up right on time, obviously quite cheerful. It became even more evident to her that his attitude when he’d contacted her on the transport had been a complete act. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. His brazenness upset her even more, which simply amused him further.


      “I see you beat me here, Hikaru. So, what did you want to talk about?”


      “Before that...can I hit you just once?”


      “Go right ahead.”


      Hikaru threw the most powerful punch she could. But even driven by fury, no average citizen could land a strike on Kibayashi, who’d survived numerous trips to the wasteland for the sake of his hobby—or rather, his vice. He caught her hand easily.


      “All right, now that that’s done, where do you want to talk? Here? I’m not sure what kind of discussion we’re about to have, so pick somewhere appropriate for the subject matter.”


      “I could’ve died out there,” she said with a glare.


      “But you didn’t, and that’s all that matters, right?”


      Like her fist, the hostility in her gaze didn’t faze him at all. Realizing that he’d remain his cheery self no matter what she told him or did to him, she lowered her fist with a deep sigh. “So if I pick the proper location for it, will you tell me whatever I ask?”


      “I can’t promise that much, but since you’re exercising your right as the winner of your gamble, I’m prepared to have a pretty dangerous conversation, given the appropriate environment. That’s why I went out of my way to meet you in person, after all.”


      “Oh, really? Then you pick the place.”


      “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” he said with a grin.


      Difficult conversations required appropriate venues. A conversation by the side of the road might take a different course than the same conversation taking place in a locked room. By allowing Kibayashi to pick the site, Hikaru was letting him decide how sensitive a conversation he wanted to have. She might even end up learning something that would put her life in danger.


      Nevertheless, she answered with a nod, “Yes, I don’t mind. Go ahead.” What could be more dangerous than knowing that one city executive was cooperating with a hunter to kill another executive? Rather than trying to stay out of things, if she wanted to survive, she needed to grasp her current situation as accurately as possible, learning everything she could, no matter the risk. And so, steeling herself, she stepped into danger of her own volition.


      She stepped onto the path that was crazy, reckless, and rash.


      Understandably, Kibayashi’s grin grew even wider. “All right, you asked for it! This way, please.”


      Hikaru followed him without another word. But she stopped in her tracks when she realized what direction they were heading. She’d naturally assumed he would lead her to some classified, high-security area to talk—somewhere in the inner city, maybe a soundproofed, heavily guarded meeting room.


      Instead, he was heading toward the city’s lower district—in other words, outside the walls.


      Hikaru didn’t trust the world beyond the city walls—she’d made sure to have bodyguards with her even when merely visiting Shizuka’s shop. It didn’t help that she’d had a traumatic, near-death experience on a transport that was supposedly as safe as the inner city. Now the thought of passing through the walls to the lower district made her freeze up.


      “What’s wrong?” Kibayashi teased her. “You’re not going to follow me after all? If it’s too scary for you, we can just forget about having that conversation you wanted.”


      He wasn’t surprised by her reaction in the least. She was, after all, just an ordinary girl brought up in the safety of the inner city. Often, people like her felt curious about the wasteland, headed out just to take a peek, and returned scarred for life, never wanting to set foot outside again. However, he’d seen the determination in her eyes, and knew she wasn’t going to fold here, even though he kept his thoughts to himself.
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      “No, let’s go,” she replied.


      They walked on. She was still afraid—but her willpower simply outweighed her fear, propelling her onward without any further hesitation.


      And Kibayashi was relishing every moment of this.


      Kibayashi led Hikaru to a restaurant in the lower district, near the walls. She found it a decently high-class eatery, but as it lacked private rooms for each table, she couldn’t imagine it was an appropriate place to discuss classified information.


      “We’re really going to have our talk here?”


      “Yeah. Sometimes open places like this are better suited to a conversation than, say, a meeting room inside the city walls. But we are going to talk on a secret line, of course. Here, use this.”


      He transmitted her a code to connect to said line. Hikaru eyed the incoming message askance but connected anyway.


      This isn’t a Kugamayama City code, is it? she asked over the secret line.


      Of course not. That would let the city listen in on our conversation, wouldn’t it? No, we’re about to have a truly classified conversation. However, we’re still going to use a city code as a disguise. Here.


      With this second code that Kibayashi had sent her, Hikaru logged into a comm line belonging to Kugamayama. Now they could talk through the secret line Kibayashi had provided, while covering their tracks with dummy data sent separately through the city line.


      All right, began Kibayashi. I’m sure you have a lot of questions for me, but in this case, I think it’d be better for you to let me explain everything first. Then you can ask questions to your heart’s content afterward. Then, aloud, he said, “Is there anything you’d like to order?”


      All right, that works for me. Go ahead, replied Hikaru. To his spoken question, she added, “Yes, several items on the menu look delicious.”


      And so, with their three levels of communication—the city’s secret line, Kibayashi’s secret line, and the conversation they were having out loud—established, Hikaru and Kibayashi’s clandestine talk began.




      As requested, Hikaru listened to Kibayashi’s explanation from start to finish. Some of what he told her she already knew, or at least highly suspected, but hearing the details still helped her confirm her suspicions and gain a deeper understanding of the situation in which she found herself.


      The circumstances behind the war between the two gangs in the slums... Inabe’s plan to conceal the origins of the Old World data terminals... How Akira and Katsuya had been roped in as proxies to carry out Inabe and Udajima’s feud, and how this had culminated in Akira and Inabe conspiring to eliminate Udajima... She now had concrete information to back up her vague surmises.


      Hikaru also grasped how Akira raising his hunter rank directly benefited their scheme—and that this would make Udajima see Hikaru as an enemy as well.


      Now, at last, she understood how her colleagues had gotten the wrong idea about her. As far as they knew, Inabe had promised her a promotion to get her to participate in Kibayashi’s gamble, Kibayashi had let her handle Akira to test her aptitude, and Hikaru had proven herself worthy and thus been instated as Akira’s official handler.


      She let out a sigh. Be straight with me, sir. Did you mention transport security work solely so that I would find Akira that kind of assignment? Was that really your only reason?


      Yeah, you nailed it. I never dreamed that Udajima might end up on the same transport as Akira. Look, I might have given you the broad idea, but you were the one who chose that specific transport, not me.


      That’s true, I suppose, she conceded.


      And supposing, for argument’s sake, I’d had an inkling as to which transport you’d pick, I still couldn’t have made Udajima board it. Even I don’t have the power to meddle with a city executive’s schedule, you know.


      As far as she could tell, Kibayashi’s defense made sense. Nevertheless, she found it difficult to take his words at face value—especially when he sat gleefully smirking right across from her.


      At that time, if you recall, I said something like I hadn’t wanted things to go so far, he reminded her. And I wasn’t fibbing. I was really worried—that I’d laugh so hard I’d break a rib!


      Oh, is that so? she retorted spitefully. With a small sigh, she went on, Then Udajima was never on that transport to begin with. Yet because I believed you, I insisted on staying aboard with Akira. Do you have any idea just how much trouble I went through because of that? She scowled.


      But the man responded casually, Udajima was there, though. Not necessarily on the trip back, but I’m certain he was present on the outbound leg of the journey.


      Wait, are you serious?!


      That’s why I wanted you to stay there and look after Akira, even if it meant leaking you that information, he explained. Take a look at this.


      Kibayashi forwarded her some additional documents. When Hikaru read them, her eyes went wide with shock—if the information before her was to be believed, Udajima had reserved a second room on the same transport under a fake name.


      But then, wouldn’t that mean he already knew Akira was on board before we ever departed?


      Dunno. I couldn’t learn anything else beyond that. But if he took that transport despite the chance of bumping into Akira, he must have had a really good reason. Kibayashi shrugged. He didn’t really care about this mystery, so he changed the subject and moved on. Well, I wouldn’t really have been bored if Akira had assaulted Udajima there, but that’s not the kind of wide-ranging chaos I expect from him. One way or another—whether the transport’s police ended up killing him or vice versa—that would have been the end of it. What a lukewarm outcome!


      So that was the real reason Kibayashi had fed her Akira’s city records! It had all been for his private amusement—his hobby—his twisted raison d’être! Her scowl deepened, even as Kibayashi’s grin broadened.


      And boy, did you ever live up to my expectations! Man, I really split my sides for quite a while! I would have settled for the giant bug swarm on the way out, but tangling with intruders who were targeting an Old Domain User from Sakashita? And to win, of all things?! That’s entirely thanks to your management of Akira! You’ve surpassed my wildest dreams, Hikaru!


      As she gazed at Kibayashi’s beaming face, Hikaru looked absolutely fed up with him. Her expression was, in fact, very close to the one Akira tended to wear when talking with Kibayashi.


      Now, Kibayashi went on giddily. I know you’ve probably been pretty ticked at me for looking down on you all this time, but you know what? I apologize! I was wrong, and you were right! You’re just as capable as you claim! So I look forward to seeing you and Akira entertain me even more in the future! I’m counting on you!


      Hikaru could see in his eyes that he wasn’t lying. He was genuinely depending on her—which disgusted her even more. No thank you! I’m going to be stepping down from that position soon, anyway.


      Yeah, good luck with that, he said dismissively.


      Excuse me?


      Think about it. Now that you’ve proven you can manage Akira so well, there’s no way Inabe’s gonna just let you walk away.


      Bafflement crossed Hikaru’s face. B-But Inabe already promised me I could step down once Akira received his new set of gear! He gave me permission to my face!


      And you honestly believed him?


      Wh-What are you suggesting? Hikaru looked even more troubled now.


      All right, Kibayashi said, extremely amused. Since you ask so nicely, and since you’re a favorite of mine now, I’ll let you in on a little something, as a treat.


      And just as he had some time ago, when telling Akira something very similar, Kibayashi grinned from ear to ear as he began his explanation to her.




      Sakashita (Kibayashi told her) had offered a reward to Akira for the Erde incident, but technically they intended to compensate both Akira and Hikaru—Akira for taking out Erde, Hikaru for her role as an involuntary decoy to protect the corporation’s Old Domain User. But there was a stark difference in the way Sakashita was treating each of them: Akira was a hunter for hire, so his payment would go directly to him, while Hikaru, as an employee of Kugamayama, would receive her recompense through the city.


      What?! S-Since when is the city involved?!


      Did you really think a city big shot would spell all that out for you, a bottom-rung employee? You can’t count on such people to have your back, Hikaru—you’ve gotta cultivate an information network of your own so that the intel you need comes your way of its own accord.


      He added that while she would of course eventually learn about her compensation one way or another, Inabe was using the delay until then to his advantage. Unlike Akira, who was being paid in aurum and an increase in rank, Hikaru would receive a higher status within her department—a promotion. Thus, removing her role as handler for a high-ranker would then fall under the category of a demotion. In short, from Sakashita’s perspective, it might look like the person they’d just offered a promotion to had been demoted by the city—in other words, as though the city was making light of Sakashita’s decision.


      Kibayashi had full confidence that Inabe would use this as an excuse to keep Hikaru with Akira. Once Akira had his fancy new gear, Inabe would call Hikaru into his office and explain all this. He would apologize and tell her that even he couldn’t challenge a request from Sakashita, and so she would have to continue on as Akira’s handler.


      Hearing this, Hikaru held her head in her hands. There were no weak points in Kibayashi’s explanation, and had she just thought over the matter a little more on her own, she would quite likely have drawn the same conclusion.


      Aaargh! Then what do I do now? Oh, I’ve got it! You can just handle Akira instead!


      Sorry, but I can’t meddle in Sakashita’s affairs. Nor can Inabe. That’s exactly why it works so well as an excuse for him.


      Hikaru hung her head. Fear was written all over her face—the fear that her job as Akira’s handler might drag her into yet another major calamity down the line.


      Then Kibayashi unexpectedly came to her aid. But that doesn’t mean I can’t do something. So what do you say? Want me to help you out of this mess?


      “You can help me?!” she accidentally blurted out loud.


      “Sure,” he said, responding in kind. “On one condition.”


      At that, Hikaru came to her senses, remembered who she was dealing with, and realized she’d been baited once again. But she couldn’t afford to refuse the life preserver she was being handed, lest she drown. “Wh-What do you want me to do?”


      “Let me help you procure Akira’s new set of gear.”


      “Just what are you planning?” she asked, eyeing him suspiciously.


      “Hey, now,” he objected. “Don’t make me out to be some malicious schemer! I just want Akira to receive the best equipment he possibly can—he’s a favorite of mine, after all. The better his gear, the greater the chaos he’ll stir up—and the more entertainment for me! You might not care about that, but you’re still on the hook for his accoutrements. So what do you say? Want a hand?”


      He knew he didn’t even need to ask.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 215: A Crafty Woman’s Side Hustle


      In a luxury hotel room located in Kugamayama’s lower district, Carol was working hard at her side job as usual. Her client this time was a hunter named Dorus, rank 63—indisputably a high-ranker. Such men had far more money in their pockets than the average hunter, and thus far more disposable income.


      For instance, they could book long-term stays in rooms that cost several hundred thousand aurum a night, without even batting an eye.


      But when his business with Carol was done and it came time to pay up, you couldn’t have told his rank or wealth by the look on his face. She’d seen it countless times on other less well-off hunters.


      “Hey,” he said. “I’ve been thinking this for a while now, but aren’t you overcharging me a little?”


      Their first time together, she’d charged only ten thousand. Back then, she’d told him she wouldn’t have minded spending the night with him for free, but as this was her business, she had to charge something. Just treating her to a ten-thousand-aurum drink would be fine, she’d said.


      He’d agreed without much thought. They’d met at the bar, he’d enjoyed her company, and one thing had led to another.


      And that was checkmate. As a high-ranker, Dorus was used to accepting nocturnal invitations from all sorts of women, but his first taste of Carol had made all the others pale in comparison. There was no going back. He’d immediately made arrangements to meet with her again, and again. And again.


      But while their initial meeting had only set him back ten grand, with each subsequent tête-à-tête her price had gone up—exponentially. The cost of their second night together, on its own, turned out to be far more than a drink at the bar.


      The third night was more expensive than a high-class dinner for two. Before long, even the fee for one night at a luxury hotel would no longer cover his bill.


      And now, though he was such a successful hunter that even a million aurum felt like pocket change to him, Dorus was having trouble paying Carol’s fee.


      This wasn’t the first time Carol had heard a client complain, “You’re charging too much. Can’t you make yourself a little cheaper?” Now quite used to such lines, she wasn’t offended and just smiled.


      “If it’s too much, I won’t insist that you pay. I could never extort a high-ranker like you anyway, so I’ll cut my losses here and let you have this last one on the house.”


      “I-I never said I couldn’t afford it,” he muttered.


      He couldn’t afford not to pay, for that would spell the end of their congress. The mere thought of never being with her again left him depressed. Even though he knew that he’d regret spending so much once the deed was done and his head had cooled, and that she would surely charge even more the next time, he couldn’t bring himself to stop seeing her.


      It was strange—though he scowled at her price hike every time they met, each tryst was somehow even more pleasurable than the last.


      Dorus had completely fallen into this crafty woman’s trap.


      Now she smiled again, brighter this time. “Really? Yay! In that case, I can take a little hit, just for you, and lower tonight’s fee. Two billion.”


      “Two billion, huh...”


      Two billion aurum—for a single night with a woman. Even for a high-ranker like Dorus, that was a preposterous fee.


      And it would quickly become even harder to afford her. By all rights, he should have cut ties with her some time ago. But he’d found a way to stretch their relationship out a little longer, at least for the moment.


      “All right, deal. But first... Here you go.” Dorus transmitted some data to Carol’s terminal: a document full of classified information that only high-ranking hunters like him could obtain.


      While Carol charged an exorbitant amount to allow others access to her body, aurum wasn’t the only type of payment she took. That first night with Dorus, she’d accepted a single drink. Anything worth her asking price would generally suffice. Since Carol was a surveyor, Dorus had been paying her by accompanying her to Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths and helping her map it out. In doing so, he was also helping her raise her hunter rank, and he’d used his own rank to buy her powerful gear that would otherwise have been off-limits to her.


      Hiring high-ranking hunters as bodyguards typically cost hundreds of thousands to hundreds of millions in aurum—more than enough to offset a typical night with a typical woman. But now Carol’s price had climbed past that, so he was ponying up valuable, hard-to-obtain intel as well.


      Yet what exactly was the value of information? How could one tell what it was worth? Just because a piece of intel had cost a billion aurum to dig up didn’t mean it was worth a billion aurum. In the worst case, it might not even be worth one aurum—in the best, ten billion. Besides, one person’s trash was another’s treasure, and as long as someone believed the information was valuable enough, they could be enticed to pay any price for any intel.


      So here was Dorus, selling the lower-ranked Carol intel that only a high-ranker like him could get, and doing so at a markup.


      Looking at the list of data he offered, Carol selected intel on the most recent movements of various high-ranking hunters, the most up-to-date map of the Kuzusuhara depths, and a few others. Once her total had reached four hundred million, her eyes fell on a particularly interesting item.


      “What’s this one?” she asked.


      Dorus gave her a look that seemed pregnant with meaning—merely an act, of course, to pique her interest, and thus allow him to hike up the price. “Oh, that? You’ve got a good eye! That one’s special, so it’s gonna be a little expensive. One billion.”


      “Yeah? A full billion? It must be something pretty interesting, then. Tell me more.” Having seen right through his act, she grinned amiably, leaving him none the wiser as to what truly lurked behind that bewitching smile.


      The intel, in a nutshell, stated that Sakashita Heavy Industries was currently combing Kugamayama City frantically for an Old Domain User.




      After reading through all the data she’d been provided, she judged the intel was very likely to be accurate. Then she turned to Dorus with a smile that nevertheless looked ever so slightly dubious.


      “Hmm, I dunno. It’s not like I don’t trust you, but are you sure this info is really legit? I mean, I know how precious Old Domain Users are. Surely a corporation like Sakashita has more than one, right? Why would they need to search so desperately? Are you sure this isn’t just a ploy to cover up some unrelated incident?”


      But even in the face of Carol’s doubt, Dorus didn’t flinch. “Well, I honestly can’t blame you for thinking so. Yet I don’t think this is a cover-up. Word on the street’s that Sakashita’s going to try finishing the conquest of Kuzusuhara again. A number of the high-rankers who’ve come to Kugamayama recently are counting on this, I hear.”


      Dorus had a number of reasons for concluding that Sakashita was indeed planning on renewing their operations in Kuzusuhara. Among other things, he’d also heard a rumor that a Sakashita bigwig had arrived in Kugamayama, as well as one claiming that the recently targeted intercity transport convoy was carrying supplies Sakashita would need to clear the ruin. After all, even nationalists wouldn’t just attack a convoy like that without a good reason.


      “You don’t say?” mused Carol. “So they might kick off a large-scale operation in the ruin like they did fifty years ago? But what does that have to do with them combing the city for an Old Domain User?”


      “A number of possibilities come to mind,” said the high-ranker. “For instance, I’m sure you’ve heard how some hunters who go into that ruin just drop dead out of the blue. One theory is that they awaken as partial Users, and the influx of data from the ruin overloads their brains and kills them.”


      “That’s very possible. So what?”


      “Well, as it turns out, we’ve only heard about the ones who died, the extreme cases. Apparently there are a surprising number of folks who have experienced the same thing except they’ve survived—though they’re still just needles in a haystack.”


      “No kidding? But why’s that important?”


      Sensing Carol was growing impatient, Dorus cut to the chase. “Anyway, long story short, you can divide the survivors into three groups: those who’ve fully awakened as Users, those who’ve completely failed to, and some who’ve survived partially awakening. And a select few of that last group have ended up with the ruin’s connection data etched into their brains.” When the Old Domain burden on these individuals’ brains had nearly killed them, their Old Domain data links had malfunctioned so badly that the hunters didn’t quite qualify as Users. But apparently, some of these hunters had reverse-engineered the glitch in their links, exploiting a certain bug in the system to bypass the ruin’s security. And in doing so, they’d obtained access to information that even the most preeminent Old Domain Users couldn’t retrieve, though they could only pull off this trick in the ruin where they’d almost lost their lives.


      Dorus suspected the Old Domain User that Sakashita was looking for was one such individual.


      “That’s probably also where the rumor about the outstanding surveyor who’s an Old Domain User is coming from,” he went on. “You know, the one about the person who’s secretly selling maps of supposedly uncharted territory? Far as I can tell, it’s apparently not just a rumor. Perhaps the surveyor is one of those survivors—that would explain how they’re able to come up with these maps, after all.”


      Carol listened to Dorus’s speculation with great interest, then said blithely, “Oh, I get it now! Sakashita wants those maps for themselves by any means necessary, so that they can conquer the ruin more easily. That’s why they’ve enticed those high-rankers to flock to the city in droves. And now that they’ve caught the scent of someone who’s the right kind of Old Domain User, they’re looking for this person in the city. Is that about right?” Such an assessment was probably wishful thinking, but she kept that to herself.


      “That’s most likely it, yeah. But personally, I suspect there’s even more going on. I think they’re looking for anyone with the ability to connect to other ruins as well.”


      Carol hesitated. “And what gives you that idea?”


      “Well, it wouldn’t be too strange for there to be other routes into the Kuzusuhara depths besides the one we know about, right? And more points of access would make the ruin easier to conquer. So they’re probably looking for people who can link to other ruins and see if they’re connected to Kuzusuhara.”


      Ruins that didn’t seem at first glance to have anything to do with the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins might be connected after all, if one probed far enough. The large underground tunnel in the Yonozuka Station Ruins, for example, was thought to lead there. Kugamayama City had sealed that tunnel off to prevent the monsters there from escaping out into the wasteland, but Sakashita would find it trivial to open it up again if need be. Perhaps that route would be a safer and better option than extending the city highway all the way to Kuzusuhara’s farthest depths.


      And if one tunnel like that existed, other such tunnels in other ruins surely would as well. The Mihazono Town Ruins had a factory district which was manufacturing a large quantity of goods even now—perhaps underground tunnels were being used to transport them elsewhere. And its residential district had once teemed with people—surely they must have had some way of traveling between cities with ease?


      Most likely, such connections lay hidden in many ruins all over the East, and Sakashita was planning to investigate as many of them as possible. And that, Dorus concluded, was why the corporation was so desperate to find this Old Domain User in Kugamayama.


      Carol heard him out, concealing her true thoughts behind her smile. “Wow, that certainly is an interesting theory! All right, then, since you gave me extra intel and it’s connected to Sakashita, I’ll value it all at 1.4 billion.”


      “Oh, no kidding? Hell yeah! That means I only owe you another two hundred million. Let’s see, what else do I have?” He hadn’t even expected this data to be worth a billion, so hearing her words made him grin.


      “Now pay the rest in aurum,” she added.


      His smile vanished. “Ngh... Seriously?” He let out a groan.


      “Look,” she said, treating him to a slightly exasperated smile, “I might accept payment in other forms besides aurum, but I need some money to live on, you know? It’s only a tenth of the total you owe. Surely you can part with that, right?”


      “Well, yeah, I guess...” True, compared to the full amount of two billion, two hundred million was cheap. But it was still an exorbitant amount, even for a wealthy high-ranking hunter, and since he was accustomed to paying her in work or information instead, it certainly didn’t feel cheap to him.


      Carol pointed to herself, smiling bewitchingly. “This body is worth its weight in gold, and costs as much to maintain. But you know it’s worth it, don’t you? You’ve ridden quite a distance, so you can at least help cover the cost of the mileage.”


      “Hmm, maintaining that body costs you over two hundred million, does it? Honestly, yeah, I believe it. All right, here you go.” He deposited the money into her account. However much she spent was certainly worth it, because she was like no other girl he’d ever been with.


      “Thanks. I know I’m quite the handful, but when I stay with men for any reason but love, they gotta pay up.”


      As though to say their business was finished, she grabbed her clothes and started dressing. Her outfit was a powered suit made for high-rankers and only for sale to them, with an Old World style so audacious that most people would hesitate to wear it, notwithstanding how powerful it was. Naturally, Carol donned it without a second thought. Her whole demeanor was that of someone highly experienced, reminiscent of a hunter who had come from much farther east.


      That’s probably what drew me to her in the first place, Dorus found himself thinking.


      “For reasons other than love, huh? So you’re saying if I want your services to be cheaper, I gotta win your heart first?” he said with a smirk.


      “Don’t put words in my mouth,” she replied lightly. “Though even I would never take money from a sweetheart of mine.”


      “Do you have anyone like that?”


      “A sweetheart? Nah.”


      “Hm, all right.”


      He didn’t sound that interested. But Carol could tell how he really felt from the tone of his voice, and gave him a coquettish smile.


      “Nothing personal, but I’m not into guys with loose lips.”


      “Ouch, that hurts,” he said. But his half smile didn’t suggest he was all that put out. After all, she was the one who had pushed him to leak info to her in the first place.


      Now fully dressed, Carol smiled a final time. “All right, I’ll be heading out now. Be sure to call me again, okay? Let’s see, I think next time I’ll charge three billion—or I’d like to, but I already got two hundred million out of you just now, so let’s say 2.5 billion instead.”


      “You’re just gonna keep jacking up the price, aren’t you? Look, if you raise it too much, I might come to my senses and not call you again.”


      “See you later,” she said, sounding perfectly confident that they would meet again. With a smug look on her face, she left the room.


      Alone, Dorus remained on the bed and sighed. “I guess even someone like me can fall for a honey trap after all.”


      Time was, he’d believed that any hunter who wasted their money on women was only second-rate. But lately, he’d begun to reconsider. He knew full well he was in the palm of her hand, and yet here he was, already thinking about when he could see her next.


      Such a cunning woman. Such a damn cunning woman!




      Now back in her own room, sitting on her own bed, Carol wore a grave expression. She’d had the same face ever since she’d come home. There was no trace of the composure she’d shown Dorus when she was with him—she looked anxious, even fearful.


      “This is bad. Really bad.”


      At first, she’d suspected that maybe she was being too pessimistic. At least, she’d hoped that such was the case. But then she’d imagined the worst-case scenario, and the mere thought had crushed all her hopes to a pulp. That outcome had to be avoided at all costs!


      And so she racked her brain, practically tearing her hair out, desperate to come up with a solution.


      ◆


      Since returning to Kugamayama City, Akira had spent all of his time at home, studying and training. Today, too, found him in his garage, locked in mock combat with Alpha.


      The weeklong trip to Zegelt had honed him, hardened him. His mind and body were tougher than ever. Battling Erde, cheating death many times over, and clinging to the slightest thread of hope until he’d won had honed his already godlike battle intuition to an even finer edge. No powered suit alone could provide this kind of strength—only raw, hard-won experience.


      Alpha kicked him hard—a fatal blow. His head exploded, brains scattering across the ground. But this was only training, of course, and much like Alpha, his headless corpse was only an image, designed to show Akira what would have happened in a real battle.


      Seeing the result of his mistake before his eyes, Akira sighed. “Alpha, how long did I hold out this time?”


      Five seconds, give or take.


      “Hmm. Well, at least that’s longer than usu— Oops, I can’t let myself think like that, can I?”


      Actually, I’d say five seconds is pretty impressive. She shrugged. But you still died.


      “Fair enough.” Even though the battle had only lasted five seconds by the clock, those were five seconds during which Akira had slowed his sense of time as far as he possibly could, so it had been far more exhausting for him than a standard battle. But he wasn’t even out of breath. “All right, let’s go again!”


      Once more, he faced off against Alpha from a short distance away.


      Ready, Akira? Beginning in five, four, three...


      Moments ago, Alpha had been using martial arts, but she always picked a different style of combat each time they fought, including a wide variety of guns and swords. And their clashes weren’t always one-on-one—sometimes she’d make ten images of herself appear. No matter what, however, she always fought with an overall ability comparable to Erde’s.


      He would always fight Alpha—or the Alphas—without her support. Of course, he never had any chance of winning whatsoever, but that wasn’t the point. The real question was how long he could last against her, and five seconds was “pretty impressive.”


      To win a fight, he had to dodge or tank the enemy’s assault, find an opening, and counterattack. Right now, he was stumbling at the very first step. He had a long road ahead of him. From his starting position, with both of the LEOs in his hands hanging loosely at his sides, he observed Alpha carefully.


      She’s unarmed again. Last time I rushed in, and that proved to be a bad move. So this time I’ll attack first and fire from a distance!


      Since Alpha’s strength settings were currently set to match Erde’s, average gunfire wasn’t going to take her out. But she hadn’t set any augmented particles in the air, nor were any high-speed filters in play, so he figured he might have a shot. He waited for Alpha’s countdown to end and for the battle to begin.


      Two, one, zero!


      Before he could even raise a gun and aim, he was shot between the eyes. With a clean bullet hole in its forehead, his virtual corpse toppled backward to the ground.


      But how?! Wasn’t she unarmed?! he thought, shocked.


      Alpha raised her hands so he could see. She didn’t seem to have a weapon on her, yet she did look like she was holding something. Then all at once a gun appeared in her hand. With that, Akira finally caught on—she’d camouflaged the gun.


      “Hey, wait, Alpha! Is that even fair?”


      Sure it is. I even sent you the data for your sixth sense so that you could see through the trick. Yet after five seconds, during which I didn’t attack, you still failed to recognize it in time. That’s why you died, plain and simple. Good thing this wasn’t a real fight, eh?


      Even someone as strong as Erde would of course resort to such tactics from time to time. Whining about it just gave the enemy a chance to kill you while you complained. To survive, Akira had to be able to perceive and react accordingly.


      Once, when Akira had fought Erde’s buddy with the invisible arm, Alpha had helped him see what was going on. But Akira needed to be able to do that himself, in case Alpha wasn’t around to help him. He chided himself a bit and then said, “All right, let’s go again.” The brief battle he’d just had was hardly enough to tire him out.


      This time I’ll choose a gun you can see a lot better, she announced.


      Two identical guns, both gigantic, appeared in her hands. Their bodies were so long and their barrels so massive that Akira could only think, Yeah, you aren’t kidding!


      An instant later, nine more Alphas joined her, surrounding him in a circle and all dual-wielding the same kind of gun.


      Beginning in five, four, three...


      Now that she’d split into ten, each of her would have only a tenth of her former power. But Akira had to read and dodge the trajectories of twenty guns at once or be pumped full of holes. He confirmed the location of each Alpha via his scanner, then calculated the angles of their firing trajectories based on the positions of their guns. All the weapons were pointed downward for the moment, but he had to be ready to dodge the moment they all turned on him.


      He focused both his sense of time and the resolution of his perception. As everything around him slowed to a crawl, his entire vision filled with white save for his enemies. There were only him...and Alpha.


      Two, one, zero.


      Bullets flooded his augmented vision, flying every which way. Had their battle been real, the garage, along with his whole house, would have been obliterated instantly. When the storm cleared, Akira was lying on the ground full of holes, dead.


      He’d survived for two seconds.


      Out of the ten Alphas, he’d hit one. Considering the overwhelming difference in firepower between him and his opponents, this outcome was probably “pretty impressive” as well.


      But Akira wasn’t satisfied. “I’ve got to do better,” he muttered.


      Alpha picked up the prone Akira off the ground where he was lying by the scruff of his neck. Strictly speaking, no one was actually holding him, but she created that illusion by manipulating his powered suit so that his body rose on its own. His feet floated a few inches off the ground, but for a powered suit capable of creating force-field footholds in midair, that was trivial. Once Akira was at eye level with her, she smiled.


      True, you’ve got to do better than that. But you still took out one of me—not too shabby!


      “Yeah, thanks,” he said with a wry smile, and dropped to the ground, landing on his feet. He hadn’t earned a passing grade, but he was at least making progress, he supposed.


      You seem pretty tuckered out, so let’s dial things back a bit.


      All right, sounds good. In a live combat situation, he probably would have paused here to ingest a bunch of recovery medicine. But this was training. He wasn’t fighting for his life, and his practice didn’t always have to push him to the limit. Next up was a type of mock battle designed to be more lenient, allowing him to keep fighting with only the occasional short break.


      Alpha changed her settings to mirror the strength of an Akira who couldn’t manipulate his sense of time or perceive in high resolution. Still, a normal person wouldn’t have been able to follow their movements at all. Akira clashed with her again and again, sometimes winning, sometimes losing.


      And as they fought, they chatted.


      “You know, it really is a shame I wasn’t able to meet up with Elena and Sara in the end,” bemoaned Akira. He didn’t really need to work right now—soon he’d have a new set of powerful gear, and after getting paid for his transport security work, he certainly wasn’t hurting for money. Even so, he would have liked to join his friends again and assist them in culling more monsters now that he was back.


      But when he’d reached out to them, they’d told him to rest up since he’d only just returned from his previous commission.


      You could have just forced your way back on their team, Alpha pointed out. It was technically your team to begin with, right?


      “Well, sure, maybe. But, um, they told me not to complain, or else they’d get Shizuka to tell me off.” In the face of so dire a threat, he’d had no choice but to back down.


      Kurosawa, the team’s commander, had also declined his help, saying that having someone as ridiculously strong as Akira join the team all of a sudden would cause problems in itself. He’d added that the team was about to disband anyway. The distribution period was almost over, and with it the effort to cull the monsters farther east. Besides, the team had only ever been formed so Hikaru could help Akira rack up achievements. With its original purpose gone, there was no longer much reason for the team to exist.


      Of course, Akira and the others wouldn’t have minded continuing on as a team regardless. But they wouldn’t have the city’s support like before, and Hikaru, intending to step down from managing Akira, had already finished balancing their accounts.


      So Akira found himself practicing and studying at home while waiting for his new gear—he didn’t have much else on his schedule.


      You really do just fold like a cheap suit when it comes to Shizuka, don’t you?


      “What’s wrong with that? I mean, she’s helped me out a ton, as you— Yes! I won!”


      Another round of battle had come to a close. In addition to bullet wounds elsewhere, the force-field shield protecting Alpha’s head had been pierced through, and she fell on the ground with a hole in her forehead. But unlike when Akira had lost, she didn’t leave her virtual corpse there, nor did she even let him see her get up. One moment, she was lying on the ground—the next, she was standing and unharmed.


      Aw, you ruined my three-win streak, she said with a grin. All right, this time we’ll use blades.


      “Sounds good.” Akira put his guns away, and a blade appeared in one of his now-empty hands. He gripped it and held it at the ready.


      Alpha also made her guns vanish, her own virtual blade appearing in its place. Get ready. Beginning in five, four, three, two, one, zero.


      The moment she called out zero, Akira and Alpha closed the distance to each other in the blink of an eye, then swung their nonexistent blades at each other with all their might. The long blades clashed, and thanks to Alpha manipulating his suit, he could feel the force of his weapon as though it were really there. Flung back, Akira immediately recovered. Then he jumped up into the air, attacking Alpha from above. Usually, such a move would leave one unable to maneuver, a prisoner of their own momentum—but not when you could create your own footholds in midair. Akira closed in and swung his blade a second time.


      Alpha used her own weapon to block, deliberately scattering impact luminescence to blind him before counterattacking. But even with his eyesight temporarily impaired, he could perceive her movements, thanks to the sixth sense integrated with his scanner. He ducked under the incoming blade, then attacked again.


      On they fought, dodging, blocking, and countering each other’s attacks. All the while, they continued to chat as they darted about at ridiculously high speeds.


      “Oh, right, Alpha, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. I know I can’t go to any ruins until I get my new gear, but where are we gonna head next?”


      I’m thinking Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths.


      “Again?”


      Akira had already been to Zone 2 once before. But Kuzusuhara became more deadly the deeper one went, and even on the outermost edge of Zone 2, the formidable monsters there had practically forced him to flee. At the time, he could go no farther. He frowned at the memory.


      “Well, I should be fine now... Probably?” He was a lot stronger these days, and he would have better equipment than ever before. Odds were he’d fare much better this time, and yet the memories of the past left him feeling uncertain.


      Alpha sensed his doubt and answered with a smile, You’ll be fine, I promise! Right now the high-ranking hunters the city summoned are hard at work there, but you’re a high-ranker too, remember? You won that battle on the transport, after all. The monsters you encountered in Zone 2 won’t give you any trouble.


      At that, his doubt instantly vanished, replaced by a confident grin. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right!”


      Of course I am. Now we’re going to test just how far you can make it into that zone. Part of your performance will hinge on how good your gear turns out to be, naturally. But depending on how things go, it might finally be time for you to get to work on my request.


      Akira’s eyes went wide with shock. Alpha’s request—the specific ruin she wanted him to conquer? He didn’t know its name or where it lay, only that it was impossibly difficult. He’d been told over and over, no matter how strong he’d grown, that he still wasn’t ready to attempt it. Finding that strength was the very reason he’d kept fighting so hard.


      She hadn’t said the time had come, not quite yet, but she’d indicated that he was almost there. He grinned from ear to ear.


      “No kidding?! Then I’d better work extra hard from now on!”


      He swung his blade with even more determination than before. In a flash, Alpha’s torso was sliced in two. But her upper half just smiled back.


      That’s right, Akira. Keep at it.


      The upper part of her body swung, slicing his head clean off. Watching his headless body and severed head collapse to the ground, he felt a little disappointed.


      “I guess that’s a tie, then.”


      No, Akira. You lost.


      “What? But why?”


      We have different win conditions. As the enemy, I win even if we kill each other—because if you die, you automatically lose. After all, there will never be a battle where it’s permissible for you to die. Understand?


      “Yeah, I get your point. You’re right.” A draw was never an option, and sacrificing himself to kill his enemy was out of the question. He had to survive. He’d given his all when battling Yumina, his friend—he could hardly do less for anyone else. “All right, fine. It’s my loss, then. But next time I’ll win, got it?”


      I’m holding you to that.


      “Go right ahead!”


      Their fighting began all over again. In the days ahead, he would surely meet enemies who were evenly matched against him, but who had the advantage because they were ready to throw away their lives to defeat him.


      He had to become stronger.


      And so he fought on, with everything he had.


      Once the day’s training was over, Akira soaked away his fatigue in the tub, as had become his custom. Mostly submerged and relinquishing himself to the soothing hot water, he let out a lazy moan as he enjoyed his expensive, lavish bath to the fullest. “Oh man, I can really feel it working,” he muttered.


      You mean the medicine you added to the bath? Why didn’t you just take it orally like usual? That would have healed you quicker and more effectively.


      “Oh, c’mon, I had to try this out once, right?” He knew Alpha wasn’t wrong, but responded defiantly anyway—at least with all the defiance he could muster in his state of pure bliss. “Let’s see Carol try telling me I have a cheap bath now!”


      Carol had indeed pointed out to him, sometime before, the absurdity of bathing in an economy tub when he was rolling in wealth. And he had to admit that her deluxe setup made his look awfully shabby. Most surprising to him was the way the bathing apparatus mixed recovery meds into her hot water. For Carol, this was essential to keeping her augmented body in tip-top shape, but to Akira, it just sounded overextravagant. Nonetheless, the idea had fascinated him, and now that he had a similar facility of his own, he’d wanted to try it out—especially since his training had been particularly exhausting today.


      For her part, Carol had another motivation as well—she always had to look her best for her side job. The top-of-the-line meds she used removed whatever wounds or blemishes she received, however small, thereby keeping her entire body supple and sparkling clean. Akira, of course, had no such need, but pure curiosity had won out, and now his skin gleamed brilliantly, if pointlessly. As he was a rank 55 hunter, however, such frivolous spending was trivial for him, and he could afford to enjoy himself and live it up a little.


      Speak of the devil, said Alpha, it looks like she’s calling you right now.


      “Hmm? All right, put her through.” A moment later, Akira was able to answer the call without budging from the tub. “Hey, Carol! I’m in the middle of a bath right now. Make this quick or call me back another time.”


      “A beauty like me phones you up out of the blue, yet you’re just as uninterested as ever,” she said in a teasing tone. “Surely my scintillating conversation would be more enjoyable than whatever dilapidated basin you’re soaking in right now.”


      Akira retorted smugly, “Sorry to disappoint you, but you’re behind the times. I dropped some cash on an upgrade, and now my bath will even give yours a run for its money! Guess I win in the end!”


      “Oh yeah?” she fired back. “Maybe that’s how you see it, but how can you speak so confidently when you haven’t even come over and tried mine for yourself?”


      “Well, what about you?! You haven’t tried mine either!” Akira realized the conversation was derailing and quickly got back on track. “Anyway, what did you call for?”


      “Actually, I kinda wanted to talk to you in person about a little matter. Got some time to spare?”


      “In person? What about?”


      “I’ll explain if you meet me.”


      “All right, I guess.” His consciousness melting into the bath, Akira assented without much thought. After a bit more discussion, they agreed to meet the following day at Carol’s place.


      “Thanks, Akira. See you tomorrow. I’m looking forward to it! And hey, since you’ll already be here, want to try my bath out while you’re over?”


      “Sure, why not? Later.” He hung up and submerged himself in the water again. The part of his mind that Carol’s call had woken up once again melted away, and he let out another moan. “Aaahh...”


      And his ever-present, ever-smiling companion continued to watch him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 216: Bodyguard


      The next day, Akira showed up at Carol’s condo. When Carol opened the door to greet him, she saw him fully geared up—completely armed and wearing his powered suit.


      “Welcome, Akira. I’ve been waiting for you. But, um, you even wear your powered suit to call on a woman at her home, huh?” she said, her smile strained. “I guess I’m not really surprised at this point, since it’s you we’re talking about, but don’t you have any other clothes?”


      “Well, sure, but I want to be prepared. Things have been pretty crazy lately due to, er, circumstances.”


      “Hmm. All right, if you say so. Come on in.”


      Carol lived in the lower district of the city, but because her dwelling was a condominium reserved for the particularly wealthy (at least by the standards of those who lived outside the walls), its design was quite luxurious. The spacious residence had many rooms, fully furnished with cutting-edge conveniences, and (except for the bath) bespoke a level of comfort far beyond Akira’s home.


      Akira looked around at the interior in fascination, but he wasn’t bowled over. After his experience on the intercity transport, he was quite used to expensive accommodations. When ordering his new bathroom, he’d been urged to move to a nicer home with facilities to match. But now, seeing Carol’s condo, he realized he’d made the right decision in staying where he was. A place like hers left him feeling like a fish out of water.


      After showing him into the living room, Carol brought him something to drink. She was wearing a modest, sensible outfit, but even this wasn’t enough to keep her natural allure contained or her bewitching charm concealed. In a way, the subtlety of her sex appeal made it all the more potent.


      Naturally, Akira didn’t even notice. “All right, what’s so important you needed to talk to me in person?”


      Carol had already expected such a reaction and wasn’t offended. “Actually, I want to hire you as my bodyguard.”


      “Bodyguard? You mean, accompanying you to some really tough ruin somewhere? Sorry, but I’m on a hiatus from hunter work right now, at least until I get a new set of gear and repair my bike.”


      “Ah, wait!” she hastened to add. “Before you turn me down, let me explain. Then you can decide.”




      After listening to everything Carol had to say, Akira looked somewhat baffled: the job description she’d provided was, to him, a tad inscrutable.


      First off, while she wanted him to be her bodyguard, she said there was no need to guard her twenty-four seven. He only needed to stay close enough to her that he could respond immediately in case anything happened. Moreover, her commission had no set duration, and it allowed Akira to do more or less whatever he wanted—he could stay at home and rest, hunt relics in ruins, exterminate monsters, or even take on other assignments. As long as Carol could tag along, the rest didn’t matter.


      As for compensation, she offered him a million aurum per day as a base fee, and a surcharge on top of that if he had to fight (the specific amount of which depended on the difficulty of the combat). Also, she’d pay him an extra hundred million every month while the job lasted. And finally, as long as he was working for her, he could get handsy with Carol however and whenever he wanted.


      Akira wasn’t sure how that last part was supposed to count as payment, but he had a more pressing question on his mind. “Say, Carol, why do you need me to guard you anyway? Who or what do you need protection from?”


      “Well, in fact, I’m not really sure myself.”


      Akira looked taken aback. “Come again?”


      “To be honest,” she said with a smile, “I’m just being cautious in case something happens. Perhaps I’m just being paranoid. Like I said, I’m not asking you to watch my back around the clock, right? Now you know why.”


      “But something’s made you anxious enough to hire me, right? You’re not just speculating.”


      “Well, that part’s a little hard to explain. If I told you, I’d be divulging information I’d normally have to charge for. So I can’t say.”


      He nodded, but found her answer more confusing than clarifying. So he pressed further. “How much?”


      “Hmm, depends on how much background I go into, but probably somewhere around ten billion aurum.”


      “Ten billion?!” he cried out.


      Carol looked amused. “Yeah. Not that the intel is that valuable or dangerous in itself, but I think that’s how much someone else would spend to acquire the same information.”


      Whether or not she was right, it was an exorbitant sum, and he couldn’t hide his surprise. “N-No kidding?”


      “So, wanna hear it?” she said with an enticing smile. “I’m happy to tell you—but only as the total compensation for your job instead of everything else I offered. What do you say?”


      “Nah, I’m good. I’d be more interested if I were actually going to take the job, of course, but if I turn you down, it won’t matter anyway.”


      “Oh, so that’s your move, huh? Heh—looks like you’ve gotten a little better at negotiating since I last saw you.”


      Akira swelled with pride even at such mild flattery. Naturally, that was exactly what Carol wanted. His business acumen still left much to be desired.


      “Well, when all’s said and done,” Carol continued, “if I’m just imagining things, you’re gonna get a hundred thirty mil a month for doing absolutely nothing. I’d say that’s a pretty good offer, wouldn’t you agree?”


      When she put it like that, it did sound like a good deal. He was still a bit concerned about her undisclosed circumstances, but for that much money he could probably overlook them. Then he remembered that if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was.


      “Not to nitpick, but why just a ‘pretty good’ offer? Why don’t you consider it a great one?”


      “Because while you might get a lot of money for doing pretty much nothing, I’ll still be securing your services more cheaply than if I’d hired some other high-ranker.”


      “Well, I guess...” Akira felt torn. For one thing, he didn’t know what high-rankers usually charged for a job like this. So he considered calling someone who would know—Hikaru—but decided he ought to ask the individual right next to him first. Alpha, what are your thoughts?


      I can confirm she’s not lying to you, Alpha told him. But more importantly, you should ask yourself: Do you want to take her commission?


      Well, I’d like your opinion on that too. Assuming Carol’s being up front with me, I’ll nab a hundred thirty mil per month. That’ll be a big help if we’re going back to Zone 2. I’m at least gonna need a lot of powerful ammo, and there’s a chance even my new gear won’t be up to snuff there, which means I’ll have to secure even better equipment. Oh, here’s an idea—what if I take Carol to Zone 2 with me?


      Akira had hit upon a simple way of making his decision. If Carol told him there was no way in hell she would venture into such a dangerous area, then he’d have no choice but to turn her down.


      “Carol, just to let you know, I’m planning on heading to Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths soon. Under the conditions you gave me, that means you’d have to come along.”


      “Okay. I’m down with that.”


      “What if I have to charge you extra to keep you safe while you’re there? You gonna cough up more?”


      “Of course!” she replied without hesitation. “I’ll pay whatever additional fee you feel is appropriate. But if we’re gonna do that, why don’t you let me serve as your guide by way of compensation instead? I’ve been to Zone 2 numerous times already, so I won’t drag you down, and I’ve got detailed maps of the whole area. Truth be told, I can get you pretty far in.”


      Akira looked quite surprised. When he spoke again, he sounded hesitant. “Um, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but I’ve also been there, and the monsters were so deadly I actually had to make a run for it...” He didn’t want to sound rude, so he tried to pick his words carefully, but essentially, he was saying he doubted Carol’s ability to handle the monsters in Zone 2.


      Carol read between the lines and grinned. “I know what you’re thinking, and I don’t blame you—but trust me, I’ll be fine. Know how the high-rankers from the far east have been pretty active around there recently? I’m at least strong enough to fight alongside them, I’ll guarantee you that—though I can’t deny it’s entirely thanks to the ridiculously powerful equipment I’ve got.”


      “Hold up, isn’t gear like that gated by hunter rank?”


      “Normally, yeah. But I have my ways, though they aren’t necessarily on the up-and-up.”


      “Huh, you don’t say...” Alpha?


      She’s not lying to you.


      So she’s really that competent? Impressive. He hadn’t doubted her all that much, but Alpha’s confirmation wiped away any remaining suspicion. Surprised as he was, he nodded and accepted Alpha’s verdict. All right, then let me ask you again. What’s your opinion? So long as she’s not gonna be a problem in combat, bringing her is fine, right?


      It’s your call—I won’t stop you. If you accept her request, you’ll definitely make a lot more money, it’s true. And should she ever become a liability in battle, you can milk that for all it’s worth and overcharge her.


      Then it’s settled.


      Before he could open his mouth to accept Carol’s offer, however, Alpha added, If anything concerns me, it’s why she chose to ask you over any other high-ranker.


      His resolve wavered. What do you mean by that?


      She should know by now just how prone you are to, ahem, unforeseen incidents, right? Alpha pointed out that Carol clearly had the money to hire anyone she wanted. So if she really wanted a bodyguard “just in case,” why would she go out of her way to hire a danger magnet like Akira? Wouldn’t she be concerned that her groundless apprehension might become, well, more grounded?


      Akira realized she had a point, and as his eyes fell on Carol, a frown creased his face.


      “What’s the matter, Akira?”


      “Oh, um, well...” He hesitated. Should he question her until all his doubts had been cleared up? She would probably answer everything he asked. Whether or not he could trust her answers was another story, however, and he lacked the power to discern their veracity himself. Sure, he could ask follow-up questions about any details he found fishy, but her replies might simply deceive him even further. So there wasn’t really any point in going down that road.


      In the end, he decided to focus only on what he most needed to know. “Carol,” he said with a stern look, “I apologize in advance if this offends you, but I need you to answer honestly. Are you trying to trap me or deceive me here?”


      His direct query served as a test for himself. Could he tell, on his own, whether she was lying to him? And even if she spoke the truth, would he be able to tell whether she was doing so as part of a larger deception? Put another way, had he been relying on Alpha too much and failed to hone his own negotiation skills?


      He fixed his eyes on Carol, waiting for her response.


      “That depends on how you understand deception,” she answered earnestly. “I’m not trying to saddle you with a raw deal here. However, depending on how things shake out, you might end up complaining, ‘You never told me I’d have to fight something like this,’ or ‘This wasn’t in the job description,’ et cetera. And you could interpret such a situation as meaning that I’d deceived you, in a sense. I’ll be entirely up front with you about that, and if it bothers you, feel free to turn me down.”


      With his question and her answer hanging heavily in the air, the two stared at each other for a while. Finally, Akira smiled.


      “All right. I’ll take the job.”


      Carol also broke into a smile and sighed in relief. “Yay! Thanks, Akira—you’re the best!”


      “Sorry for doubting you back there,” the boy added. “That bastard Kibayashi told me I negotiate like a novice, and that I’ll get torn to shreds in business talks if I’m not more careful. So I’m trying to be a little more cautious about these things.”


      “Hey, no problem at all! Rather, it means a lot more to me that you doubted me and still chose to trust me in the end. I couldn’t be happier!”


      “Really?” Akira was pleased. Both her words and her bright smile told him she really wasn’t offended, and he felt relieved.


      “Now, then, since you’ve agreed to help me out, it’s time to pay what I owe.” She took out her terminal and transferred some money to his account.


      When Akira checked the transaction on his end, he glanced up at Carol in surprise. She’d sent him an advance of one hundred thirty million—the full amount for one month of serving as her bodyguard.


      “A-Are you sure about this, Carol? What are you gonna do if I just take the money and split?”


      “Well, that’s a great question. I’d cry, I suppose.”


      “Wait, seriously?” Akira found her answer perplexing. Was that really the sort of thing you could get over with just a good cry?


      “Look, Akira,” she said, amused by his reaction, “I asked you to take on this commission because I trust you. If you run out on me, that just means I’ve misjudged you, nothing more.” Then she gave him a teasing grin. “So I’m depending on you not to make this poor girl cry, got it?”


      “Yeah, I got it,” he said, grinning back. “You can count on me.”


      “I don’t doubt that one bit.”


      And for a moment, their faces reflected the trust that bound these two otherwise different people together: one, a woman reaching out with faith—the other, a boy promising to live up to it.


      “That said,” added Carol, “I really hope we don’t get into a situation where I have to depend on you. Because that would mean we were in really serious trouble, right? Let’s hope I’m just overthinking all this, for both our sakes.”


      “Sounds good to me!”


      They were smiling at each other, and Carol took advantage of the mood to turn an alluring smile on him.


      “While we’re at it,” she said seductively, “I’ll give you the other part of your pay as well, if you want. Just as promised, you can touch me anywhere you like. Do anything you want! Enjoy yourself to your heart’s content!”


      “Yeah, no, I ain’t doing that. And I don’t need a reward like that either.”


      “Playing as hard to get as always, I see. Well, whatever. If you ever change your mind, just let me know anytime. Now that we’ve struck a deal, you have the right to do whatever you want with me until the job’s over. It’s up to you to decide how you want to exercise that right.” Akira shot her an exasperated look, but she remained unfazed. “Oh, and one more thing—your place or mine?”


      Seeing his confusion at this, Carol explained that as she’d just paid for the whole month, his commission had already begun. So the two of them needed to stick together for the foreseeable future—even at night when sleeping.


      Akira grasped what she was saying, but wasn’t sure how to respond.


      “Look,” she added. “I have no preference. I’m fine with whichever you choose.”


      “You’re making me decide?” he groaned, racking his brain.


      Seeing him so distraught, Carol smirked teasingly. “If you’re having a hard time deciding, why not try my bath first? We’ll be living together for a while anyway, so you can choose based on which of our baths you like better. That’s a metric you can get behind, isn’t it?”


      To Akira, this sounded like a challenge—she was insinuating that her bath was better than his.


      With an undaunted grin, he accepted.




      What constituted a luxury apartment varied by person and taste. But as far as Carol was concerned, her bath was the most important element, in part because her augmented body needed constant maintenance and care. And so her bathroom turned out to be the fanciest part of her apartment.


      As he soaked in her tub and tasted that luxury for himself, Akira tensed up, defensive. “Whoa! This is— N-No, I can’t lose. I haven’t lost yet!”


      He could not bring himself to admit defeat, so he continued to tell himself he still had a chance. But when warriors said things like “I haven’t lost yet,” the battle had usually been decided by then.


      Alpha, who was present virtually in the bath with him, looked slightly astonished by his stubbornness. Really? You don’t see any difference between her bath and yours? Well, that’s no help, then, as you still have to choose where you’re going to stay.


      Ugh... Man, this is hard! If he stuck to his guns and insisted that he wouldn’t miss her bath, then either Carol would have to stay with him or they’d both have to move in with some third party. But neither of those options appealed to him.


      At that moment, Carol casually walked in, completely naked, and joined Akira in the bath.


      “Do you normally hop in when other people are bathing?” he grumbled.


      “Oh, c’mon, does it really matter? You don’t care about my body anyway.”


      “That’s not the problem here,” he said with a scowl, then glanced to his side and noticed that Alpha’s image had vanished. Hey, Alpha, why’d you disappear?


      Wouldn’t you find it hard to explain if you reacted to my body and she thought you were noticing hers? she replied.


      Y-Yeah, sure. If he contradicted Alpha, he knew she’d just tease him all the more, which would really be a pain. So he held his tongue and turned to Carol again, eager to change the subject. “Hey, why did you hire me instead of any other high-rankers?” He’d already accepted her request, of course, so regardless of how she answered, he intended to see his job through. But he was still curious.


      Carol sensed where he was coming from and answered honestly, “Well, remember that I already hired you once as my bodyguard, right? The first time we met? And I was impressed. You sure did protect me!”


      “Really? That’s it?”


      Carol heard the nonchalance in his voice, the way he took everything that he’d accomplished back then for granted, and looked amused. “Considering all we went through together, I wouldn’t be so modest if I were you.”


      “Well, I guess surviving really wasn’t all that easy, come to think of it,” he said, recalling the incident to which she was referring. Some time ago, in the Mihazono Town Ruins’ factory district, the two of them had been attacked by hordes of mechanical monsters. Thanks to Carol, who’d guided him through the ruin, they’d managed to escape by hitching a ride inside a large flying cargo bin—and had been shot down. They’d survived that, only to end up fighting a giant multilegged tank while running around on the side of a skyscraper.


      At the time, Akira had been much weaker, dependent almost entirely on Alpha’s support to survive. Since then, he had survived far more harrowing encounters, so his adventure in Mihazono seemed somewhat less impressive. But he had to agree with her—even with his current strength, he couldn’t exactly call such accomplishments a walk in the park.


      “Right? Surviving that ordeal wasn’t easy at all,” she said. “And yet, through thick and thin, you protected me to the very end. You never abandoned me. That’s why I came to you—I knew that you were someone I could depend on.”


      Akira still felt like downplaying his accomplishments since he’d been drawing on Alpha’s power and not his own. But at the end of the day, however it had happened, Carol had still been protected, and that was all that mattered to her. So, Akira decided, he would just have to demonstrate that he was as capable on his own now as he had been with Alpha back then. Fired up once more, he grinned.


      “All right, I’ll buy that. And I’m gonna protect you this time too, so don’t worry.”


      “So dependable!” she said, pleased. And though she spoke lightheartedly, her smile was genuine. But then she affected a melodramatic pout. “And even though I trust you so much, you won’t even accept my special reward. You don’t feel the same way about me at all. Don’t you think it’s kind of rude to refuse my gift to you?”


      “I dunno what to tell you,” he said indifferently. “How much would that ‘special reward’ of yours be worth in aurum anyway?”


      “Well, let’s see... Probably twenty billion, at the very least.”


      “Liar!” He didn’t believe that for a second, and it showed on his face.


      Carol, having more or less expected such a reaction, smiled and shook her head. “It’s not a lie. In fact, I just had someone pay two billion for a single night with me.”


      “No way, that can’t be!” Akira protested. “Twenty billion or a tenth of that, I don’t believe it!”


      “Well, I didn’t make him pay it all in aurum, true. Most of his bill was settled with valuable intel. I only took two hundred mil in actual money.” She grinned, as though to say, “Well? Does a hundredth of twenty billion sound more realistic to you?”


      He couldn’t deny that two hundred million did sound like a more plausible figure, and was about to say so. But then he shook his head. “No, that’s still a ridiculous figure. I call bullshit.”


      “How mean! I’m telling the truth, you know? You’re gonna make me cry if you’re not careful. Oh, I know! You’ve got some sort of way of telling whether people are lying to you, right? Just use that on me so you know I’m telling the truth.”


      He still didn’t believe her, but challenging him to use a lie detector test did make her seem more convincing. He looked into her eyes with a serious expression.


      Alpha?


      She’s not lying.


      Seriously?! You’re kidding me! His eyes widened.


      Carol grinned smugly. “Looks like you finally believe me.”


      “S-Sorry for doubting you. But can you blame me? No one could swallow a claim like that right away.”


      “Yeah, I get it. But hey, now that you know how much I’m worth, wanna try me out? Then maybe you’ll understand why I come with that kind of price tag.”


      She turned on her best seductive, charming smile. But not only did Akira seem disinterested, his mood actually worsened.
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      “Hell no. Why are you so adamant about that, anyway? It’s kinda creepy. You carry some sort of toxin that makes people addicted or dependent on you or something?”


      “How mean,” she said again with a wry smile. But she didn’t expressly deny it.




      Once their bath was over, a sopping-wet Akira walked over to the dryer on the wall of the bathroom antechamber and welcomed the sensation of the air blasting him dry. Carol, wearing nothing but water droplets on her glistening body, joined him.


      “So what have you decided?” she inquired. “Where are we gonna stay?”


      “Eh, I’m still thinking about it.”


      “Well, take your time, but if you don’t decide by the end of the day, we’re just gonna stay here—” She suddenly broke off and looked distracted. “Hmm?”


      “What’s up?”


      “Oh, looks like Viola’s calling me. What’s more, she’s added the mark on the call notification that says I’ll regret it if I don’t pick up.” As her terminal was still inside her discarded clothes, Carol took the call remotely. “Hey, girl. What’s going on?”


      “Got some information that might be of interest to you,” said the data broker. “Wanna buy? It’s a steal at a million aurum.”


      Carol paid, and Viola continued, sounding highly amused. “Okay, listen: in about ten minutes, your place’s gonna be surrounded. The hostiles are a large hunter team called Lotto Break, one of the groups the city invited to help conquer Kuzusuhara. Their leader’s a guy named Xeros, rank 77. You’ll be up against them shortly.”


      “And the reason?”


      “Will be an extra ten mil.”


      “Ciao.” Carol hung up on her, then turned to Akira. “Just in case, you wouldn’t happen to know why this is happening, would you? I don’t need details, merely curious.”


      Alpha, anything come to mind?


      Well, if it’s you they’re after, Udajima is likely at the root of it, especially since he’s been so desperate to make progress in Kuzusuhara. He probably has connections to hunter teams like Lotto Break. If you recall, when you met Inabe at the hospital, he was so concerned about your safety—and so wary of Udajima—that he issued you a placeholder set of gear.


      Akira grimaced. Seeing his expression, Carol looked concerned for a moment.


      “That’s not the kind of face one makes when they have no idea,” she said, forcing herself to smile. “Well, it’s still possible that we’re not their actual targets. Let’s just hope we’re worrying for nothing, and stay sharp in the meantime.”


      “Sure, sounds like a plan,” he said, grinning back.


      Still naked, the two of them left the antechamber to get dressed—but this time, they both donned powered suits. Clad in a racy Old World design as usual, Carol pretended to pout again. “Sheesh, I’ve hired you for less than a day, and already you’re bringing me trouble! It’s like you’re a lucky charm, except that I can’t tell whether the luck you bring is good or bad.”


      “Let’s just say it’s good luck this time. At least these guys waited to show up until after you hired me to protect you. Could be worse.”


      A confident grin spread across his face. More bad luck? He’d just blast through it like always.


      Seeing his look of determination, Carol’s anxious smile gave way to a warmer one. “I suppose so. We’ll go with that, then,” she said, grateful from the bottom of her heart that she had hired him when she had.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 217: One Night, Ten Billion Aurum


      Heeding Viola’s warning, Akira and Carol geared up for battle. They didn’t bother trying to flee Carol’s apartment, however. Ten minutes had already passed since Viola’s call, and if her intel was to be believed, the enemy already had the apartment complex completely surrounded.


      Besides, as far as they could tell, the two of them didn’t necessarily need to break through the encirclement and escape—there was still a chance that the hunter team was here for a completely unrelated matter. And even if Akira and Carol were their targets, perhaps matters could be resolved without violence, whereas carelessly attempting to escape might spur the enemy to react rashly.


      As they waited, Carol received a call from the condominium’s security, informing her that the hunter team Lotto Break wanted her to come out and meet with them in front of the complex.


      “Well, I suppose that confirms they’re after me,” she said with a sigh.


      “Yeah, guess so,” Akira agreed. “So what now?”


      She hesitated for a moment. “Let’s do as they ask and head outside. Maybe we can still resolve this without having to fight, and even if not, I’d rather settle things out there than have my apartment trashed. Does that work for you?” she said amiably.


      Akira grinned back. He understood what she was saying—since he would bear the brunt of any conflict, she was letting him have the final say in choosing his potential battleground.


      “All right, let’s head on out there.”


      ◆


      Lotto Break had indeed already surrounded the entire apartment complex. But theirs wasn’t a typical encirclement, with hundreds of hunters forming a solid, unbroken perimeter. Instead, a mere ten or so hunters had taken up sporadic positions around the building.


      Even so, the complex’s security team was no match for them. Despite being in the lower district, the housing facility was quite high-class, and thus security needed to be correspondingly tight. The guards on duty were a fair bit more capable than the average hunter, and they even had the authority to request backup from security firms in emergencies. But the hunters of Lotto Break were all high-rankers, before whom even the best security in the lower district of Kugamayama faded into irrelevance. And so the guards had no choice but to let Lotto Break do as they pleased.


      Even so, the security detail refused to use their relative powerlessness as an excuse to turn tail and run. Their chief was determined to do all he could to prevent bloodshed, at least, and walked over to Xeros, who was standing in front of the building’s entrance.


      “All right, we did as you said and didn’t mention you have the place surrounded,” the chief reported, his face grave. “Now, please—don’t let things escalate any further than this.”


      Xeros nodded agreeably. “That’s fine with us. We’d like to settle this as peacefully as possible too. Let’s hope the other party agrees.”


      Well, that was hardly reassuring. The security chief muttered a noncommittal answer—he wasn’t really in a position to do much except hope against hope that the “other party” would behave amicably.


      At that moment, Akira and Carol exited the building. Seeing both of them all suited up and fully armed, Xeros didn’t smile—but he somehow managed to look mildly amused all the same.


      The security chief let out a groan. He didn’t actually say, “Give me a break,” but he might as well have.




      Once outside, Akira spotted Xeros and the security chief right away, and data about them popped up in his augmented vision. This was not due to Alpha’s support but Carol’s: since they were going to be together for some time, he’d linked to her scanner and the like, and could now view intel on the people recorded in her database. The chief was hunter rank 30—appropriate for the head of security of a luxury apartment in the lower district. Xeros, on the other hand, was rank 77.


      Of course, there was no guarantee that Carol’s database was up-to-date, nor any way to check whether it was. But there was a chance that the man in front of him was just as capable as the high-rankers who had guarded the lead transport during his convoy security job, and Akira couldn’t help but tense up.


      Xeros noticed this but turned his gaze to Akira’s companion instead. “Are you Carol?” he asked.


      “Sure am,” she said cheerfully, not looking intimidated in the least. “You have some business with me? Or do I know you from somewhere?” She chose her words carefully to sound uncertain as to whether she knew him or they were meeting for the first time.


      “I’m Xeros, leader of the hunter team Lotto Break. You’ve been snooping around for info on us lately, haven’t you? I think you’re working for someone, and I want to know who hired you and why. Spill it.”


      “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” she replied.


      “We’ve got you surrounded, and you’re still going to play dumb?”


      “I’m not playing. I have no idea why you’ve surrounded my apartment. If this isn’t some criminal operation, then you’d better explain yourselves.”


      Sensing that this situation wasn’t going to be resolved as peacefully as he’d hoped, the security chief looked anxious. As far as he was concerned, Carol’s attitude didn’t seem appropriate before a hunter whose rank alone could intimidate an entire city.


      Akira noticed the man panicking and realized he ought to prepare himself for the worst as well. Alpha, if things get dicey, I’m gonna grab Carol and make a run for it. I’ll need your full support then. Unlike his battle on the transport, when his goal had been to save Hikaru, here he didn’t need to defeat Xeros. He and Carol could flee without committing to a fight.


      And have it you shall, Alpha replied with a smile.


      Since she hadn’t contradicted him in any way, Akira determined he had made the right call. He relaxed, pleased that his judgment seemed sound. For now, he would just monitor the situation and only take action if needed.


      Carol and Xeros faced each other for some time without saying a word. Xeros glared sharply at her, but Carol’s smile didn’t falter.


      Seeing he couldn’t intimidate her in this way, Xeros raised his wireless and ordered a subordinate, “Bring him over here.”


      Ushered onto the scene was another underling of Xeros, a hunter by the name of Barbarod. The pop-up in Akira’s vision indicated that the man’s rank was 60. Barbarod gave Carol an awkward smile, but at a look from Xeros, he stiffened.


      Xeros grabbed him by the face. “You know this man, don’t you, Carol?”


      “Yeah.”


      “You’ve been buying info on our team from him, haven’t you? No, there’s no point in denying it. I made him talk, and he wouldn’t lie to me if he knew what was good for him. So I believe him.”


      “That’s not quite right,” objected Carol. “He volunteered that information to me as payment for spending the night with me.”


      “But you admit you do have dirt on us?”


      “Well, yes.”


      Xeros let go of Barbarod. “Then I’ll give you another chance. Why were you snooping around for info on us, and who hired you?”


      “I wasn’t looking into you,” she insisted calmly.


      Xeros gave a heavy sigh, and suddenly his calm demeanor vanished. “I would have liked to settle this without any violence, but it sounds like you want to do this the hard way.”


      The security chief looked panicked again. Akira’s face grew grimmer, and he stood ready to seize Carol at a moment’s notice. Only Carol wore the same leisurely smile.


      “Hey, now, don’t misunderstand me. I’m dealing with you in good faith here. Just because I accepted intel from him doesn’t mean I wanted it.”


      “Explain yourself!”


      “I never once asked him for info on Lotto Break—in fact, I never even said I wanted any. All I told him was that I’d accept anything of equal value to what he owed me. I accept all forms of alternative payment—assistance with conquering ruins, used equipment, connections to high-rankers, intel with detailed maps of ruins, you name it. He’s the one who decided to pay with that info, not me.”


      Xeros considered this for a moment, then grabbed Barbarod’s head again. “You heard her. Speak up! Did she ever actually ask you for that info?”


      “W-Well—”


      “And take note that even if, for argument’s sake, she insinuated something along those lines but didn’t say so outright, the fault lies with you for interpreting it that way. Now, then, which of you decided to treat our team’s secrets as a courtesan’s fee—her, or you?”


      Barbarod didn’t respond, but that in itself spoke volumes. Xeros sighed again, then, still gripping Barbarod’s head, looked at Carol once more.


      “All right, let’s suppose I believe you. From what I’ve heard, you still charged him ten billion aurum to sleep with you. Isn’t demanding such a price effectively the same as forcing him to leak the most classified intel he has?”


      When Akira heard that figure, he couldn’t help but sputter. Ten billion aurum for a night with Carol? To him, such a concept seemed absolutely outlandish.


      Xeros grinned ever so slightly at Akira, as though to say he understood how the boy felt. The tension in the air loosened a little.


      Carol smirked, likewise amused by the boy. Then she said to Xeros, “Not on your life. This body’s worth it. Besides, I gave him options. I told him if he couldn’t pay, he could just break things off with me and that would be that, no hard feelings. But he chose to keep going. That’s on him, not me.”


      The only thing that mattered to Xeros was whether Carol had been hired by one of Lotto Break’s rival hunter teams to trap Barbarod into spilling his team’s intel. If not, then he really didn’t care about the rest. And looking at things objectively, Xeros felt that Carol’s approach with Barbarod had been a little too sloppy for a hired honey trap. If anything, it seemed like one of her easy marks had serendipitously dropped a surprising scoop in her lap.


      But Xeros remained skeptical. How much of what she’s saying is true? he wondered.


      “Come on,” he told her. “There’s no way ten billion is your going rate for that kind of service, right? At that price, you had to have some ulterior motive.”


      “Nothing of the sort. Like I said, this girl’s simply worth that much. And I’d be happy to sweep away all your skepticism, if you’re willing to play along.”


      “Oh yeah?” Xeros said, amused. “How so?”


      “Take me on a test-drive for a night, of course,” she replied with a coquettish smile. “Don’t worry about the price—just pay me what you think I’m worth for now, and I’ll make a believer out of you.”


      From the look in her eyes, Xeros could tell she was serious. So Lotto Break really hadn’t been her target after all. He sighed. “I guess you’re right. Looks like this was just a misunderstanding on my part. My apologies for suspecting you.”


      “Glad we could clear that up! But, hey, perhaps it was fate that brought you my way today. Since you’re already here, wanna have some fun?”


      “No offense, but I’m gonna have to pass. Though I’m confident in my self-control, the fact remains that you just trapped one of my subordinates into giving you top secret info, whether you intended to or not.”


      “Awwwww! Well, that’s a shame.”


      Their lighthearted, almost amicable banter signaled to everyone else that the danger had passed, and the security chief let out an audible sigh of relief. Akira also relaxed, no longer keeping a cautious eye on Xeros and his subordinates. Only Barbarod hung his head unhappily—he would have preferred that the misunderstanding not be resolved, so that he could have remained a victim rather than the culprit.


      Now that the truth had come to light, Xeros offered Carol a deal. “Well, bygones are bygones, but regardless of how you came by it, you still know our team’s secrets. As far as I’ve been able to investigate, it doesn’t seem like you’ve told anyone else, but I’m going to have to ask you to keep them to yourself.”


      “Then what’s my silence worth to you?” Carol returned. “I received that info as payment, and I’m not gonna render it worthless just to make your lives easier. Would you let someone ruin the value of the relics you bring in? Don’t worry, I’m not gonna ask for ten billion.”


      Xeros frowned once more (worrying the security chief yet again). But he didn’t want to cause a scene either. He knew how it felt to have a reward one had worked hard for snatched away from under one’s nose, and Carol had shown a willingness to negotiate. So a compromise was on the table.


      But if he haggled her down to five billion, or merely one billion, that still wasn’t an amount he could just hand over without a second thought, even as the leader of an elite hunter team like Lotto Break. Xeros cast about for some other resolution.


      That was when his eyes fell on Akira. “Is he your bodyguard?” he asked Carol.


      “Yep.”


      “So you anticipated this would happen and hired him?”


      “That’s my business.”


      “Hm, okay.” He grabbed Barbarod by the head for the third time. “All right, here’s what we’re gonna do. Your bodyguard and this guy are gonna fight each other.”


      “What would that accomplish?” asked Carol skeptically.


      “Verifying how strong your guard here is. I have to punish Barbarod for betraying the team—really put him through the wringer—but there’s a good chance he’ll resent you afterward, chase you down, and attack you. And you don’t want a useless bodyguard in that case. So if Barbarod wins, we’ll ensure he doesn’t come after you. Sound like a deal?”


      “I see what you’re getting at. But what if Akira wins?”


      “Then we’ll negotiate the terms properly, just like you wanted. We’ll each arrange for mediators on our respective sides and hash things out until we’re both satisfied.”


      Carol turned to Akira. “How do you feel about this proposal? To be honest, I’d like you to accept it if you’re up for it. But no worries either way.”


      “What exactly is at stake if I refuse?” the boy asked.


      “Well, Xeros here will get his way—instead of paying me in cash for keeping my mouth shut, he’ll simply prevent Barbarod from taking out his frustration on me. Losing ten billion aurum of valuable intel would be a crying shame, but that’s better than having a high-ranking hunter on my tail.”


      Akira was shocked to find that she would leave such a costly decision to him, but her trust in him also warmed his heart a little. “I-If I win, will you pay me extra for guarding you?” he said a tad awkwardly, trying not to let her see him smile.


      “If you agree to fight him, I’ll pay you a bonus regardless of whether you win,” she said pleasantly. “But that bonus will be even higher if you do.”


      Akira realized she was challenging him, and he grinned confidently. “Let’s do this!”


      And so it was that Akira had to carry out his role as Carol’s bodyguard far sooner than either of them had expected.




      The members of Lotto Break had surrounded the apartment complex as part of their countermeasures against a potential enemy team that might be after their information. Now that the misunderstanding had been resolved, the hunters involved had been ordered to stand down. They all gathered around Xeros, eager to watch Akira and Barbarod duke it out—but more eager to check out Carol.


      “So that’s the Carol I’ve heard so much about? The one who charged Barbarod ten billion for just one night? Hmm... I mean, she’s a looker, sure, but she’s definitely not worth that much.”


      “I’d say she’s not even worth one billion. Ten mil, tops—if I was really pent-up.”


      “For real, man. What the hell was Barbarod thinking? Has he been this addicted to women all along?”


      “Now that I think of it, he didn’t seem the type at all—but then again, perhaps that’s why. Like maybe his inexperience led him to fall for the first woman he slept with.”


      “And she turned out to be his ruin. A common enough story, sure, but I never thought it would happen to anyone on our team. Really makes for bad PR. You all watch out in the future too, all right?”


      “Right back atcha!”


      While the men from Lotto Break chatted among themselves, Xeros, as referee, briefly and informally laid out the rules of the fight, mainly for Akira’s benefit. “Let me be clear—this won’t be a fight to the death. Are you on board with forgoing guns in favor of hand-to-hand combat?”


      Akira nodded and handed his weapons over to Carol.


      “Fight seriously, of course, but let’s not have a bloodbath. Begin on my signal. Now take your starting positions... No, that’s too close. Both of you step back a little more.” From the way Xeros gave his orders, it was clear that doing so was second nature to him. Then he addressed Barbarod via his wireless. “I’m sure I don’t need to spell things out for you. Win, and your punishment will be a little more forgiving. So you’d better give this all you’ve got!”


      “I-I know,” the man responded.


      Akira, how do you want to handle this? Alpha asked breezily. Alone, or with my help?


      Actually, I want your full support for this one. We’re not training right now, and I can’t afford to slip up. Besides, this guy will probably attack me with more gusto if he feels it’s a close match.


      The way Akira saw it, his job was to protect Carol, and right now that meant making his opponent think twice about threatening her. So Akira needed to demonstrate, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that going after Carol would be an exercise in utter futility.


      Very well, said Alpha with a smile, eager to have another opportunity to show Akira more fully what she could do. Then let’s win this!


      Akira and Barbarod took up their starting stances. They came from different backgrounds and were fighting for different reasons, but both faced this fight with the same seriousness.


      Then Xeros’s voice rang out. “Begin!”


      And suddenly, Barbarod’s fist was in Akira’s face. It wasn’t that Barbarod had covered those eight meters that lay between them in a flash—rather, his arm had stretched out at lightning speed.


      Akira dodged to the side. As the man’s fist drilled through the air right beside him, an excruciating noise assaulted Akira’s ears. Yet the boy didn’t even flinch. Over countless battles, with bullets whizzing past and cannon fire missing him by a hair, he’d grown quite accustomed to such sounds.


      Barbarod’s arm snapped back to its original length just as quickly as it had stretched out, and the man immediately drew back for another swing. He was surprised that Akira had handled his attack so deftly—despite never having seen it before—but he didn’t let his emotions disrupt his movements. On the contrary, his attacks grew even more intense.


      Now both his fists were flying at Akira, one right after the other. His punches were hard, heavy, and devastating—capable of pulverizing massive chunks of concrete rubble with ease. In moments, he was bombarding his opponent relentlessly.


      Akira dodged—parried—blocked. Barbarod’s technique was masterful, and he constantly changed the angles of his punches to catch Akira off guard. But to the Akira who had recently defeated a superhuman, this hardly qualified as a threat.


      Realizing that punching wasn’t working, Barbarod grimaced and brought both of his extendable arms back to his sides. Then he swung them out violently like elastic whips, attacking Akira in a frenzy from all directions.




      Watching Akira and Barbarod clash, Carol turned to Xeros, looking slightly concerned. “Hey, wasn’t this supposed to be a martial arts fight?”


      Among the hunters in the East, very few willingly chose to engage monsters in close-quarters combat. But that wasn’t because they looked down on such a fighting style. Melee techniques were incredibly useful in battles that required more brute force, when monsters crept up close without a hunter realizing it, and for many other scenarios. In particular, setting aside guns and swords in favor of fighting hand to hand allowed hunters to display their strength to one another without fighting to the death.


      This custom had come about because a hunter’s weapon was a powerful tool meant for killing monsters. If turned on another human, the excuse “I didn’t mean to kill him” didn’t really hold water. And many hunters were hotheads whose words and actions did get them in trouble with their colleagues, sometimes even leading to armed conflicts. But when they just wanted to test their skills instead of putting each other six feet under, it was an unspoken rule to use martial arts instead.


      Carol had assumed that Xeros was also acting according to said custom. But arms that could stretch eight meters to an opponent and be swung like thick, relentless whips sure didn’t seem to fit the textbook definition of “martial arts.”


      “Looks like a ‘hand-to-hand’ fight to me,” Xeros replied without hesitation. “They’re not using guns or blades, just their own bodies, right? Well, Barbarod might have an advantage as a cyborg, it’s true, but your guy has support arms attached to his powered suit. Isn’t that more or less the same thing?”


      Carol scowled but didn’t argue. She realized she’d been tricked, but that was on her for neglecting to clarify the definition of “hand-to-hand.” She couldn’t blame him for that.


      Privately, even Xeros thought his argument was a stretch. But insisting on it was a kind of power play, meant to highlight the difference in status between the two of them. Lotto Break was overwhelmingly more powerful than the vast majority of people, and as long as he made sure there was a thread of logic present, he could settle most hunter disputes without resorting to violence.


      “That said, I’d understand your complaint more if Barbarod was actually winning,” he muttered.


      He was well aware he’d set this duel up in Barbarod’s favor. Insisting on martial arts removed Akira’s chance to use guns or swords, and Xeros had also given Barbarod an advantage by placing their starting positions so far apart.


      And yet, his colleague was clearly on the back foot.




      Barbarod was struggling.


      True, his opponent was having a hard time finding an opening to attack and so remained entirely on the defensive, unable to even get near him. So crushing the boy should have been simplicity itself. Akira had dodged the first few attacks, but he’d slip up eventually, and landing just one hit would end the battle. Barbarod simply needed to keep applying pressure.


      Or so he’d thought at first.


      Yet he hadn’t managed to land a single blow so far. The youth had dodged, parried, or blocked every one. Then Barbarod had tried his whip attacks, but Akira had read the arms’ trajectories and knocked them away with his fists. Even when the man had struck with one whip immediately after the other had been knocked away, Akira had avoided it with perfect timing.


      That couldn’t have been a fluke—he’d clearly done so deliberately and with precision.


      He’s tough! Surprisingly tough! thought Barbarod to himself. If Xeros hadn’t set things up in my favor at the beginning, I would’ve been in serious trouble! But as long as I can keep my distance from him, I should be able to win! I just can’t let him get close!


      With the consequences of failure looming in the back of his mind, he fought desperately. He had to win, no matter what. But his impatience and anxiety disrupted the flow of his movements, which grew slightly less polished.


      He abandoned his whip attacks in favor of punches once more, solidifying his arm to greatly enhance its destructive power.


      Akira saw his chance. Fist clashed against fist. Impact luminescence surged violently about them—both had fortified their hands with force-field armor.


      And the devastating impact from Akira’s counterattack resonated up through the man’s solid arm and into his torso, throwing his stance completely off.


      Oh shit! Losing his balance now would be fatal—Akira would be upon him before he could regain his balance. I’ve lost, he thought, a look of utter despair on his face.


      But to his surprise, Akira waited, allowing Barbarod to recover. The man drew back his arms and prepared to swing again, but couldn’t help regarding Akira more warily than before. Then, all at once, his scowl deepened—he realized what the boy was probably up to.


      “Hey, why didn’t you attack me just now?” he demanded, just to confirm his suspicions.


      “I don’t want Carol to think I’m useless,” Akira replied. “I’ve gotta actually protect her.”


      Most of those who heard him frowned, confused. But the few who caught his meaning couldn’t help smirking.


      “Mr. Xeros over there says you’ll probably go after Carol for revenge,” the boy added. “So I’m gonna beat that idea out of you.”


      Barbarod had already guessed that it was Akira’s choice to keep his distance and stay on the defensive. The boy could have countered anytime—like he just had—and won the battle easily. Now the man understood why Akira was dragging things out: to drive home the insurmountable difference in skill between them and thereby crush any intention Barbarod might have of targeting Carol.


      Had Akira defeated him right at the outset, Barbarod might have assumed he was just having an off day—that he could win against Akira some other time. But Akira wanted to instill a sense of utter helplessness in Barbarod, the conviction that he had no hope whatsoever of winning against Akira no matter how many times they fought.


      And that was why Akira had asked Alpha to help him this time—in the face of their combined strength, Barbarod would have no choice but to give up. Akira worried that if he fought Barbarod on his own power, the man might get a sense of Akira’s actual competence, even if the latter won. Then Barbarod would probably conclude he could defeat Akira as long as he wasn’t careless.


      Xeros heaved a sigh. “Well, Barbarod? Ready to throw in the towel?”


      “L-Like hell I am! I can still win! This isn’t over!” The hunter snapped at his superior as if to drown out the dread creeping into his heart.


      “Really? All right, if you say so.” Xeros turned to Akira. “No point in dragging this out any further. You’ve got ten seconds. If you can’t beat him before then, I’m calling a tie. Got it?”


      “Works for me,” Akira replied.


      “You hear that, Barbarod?!” Xeros yelled at his underling. “You know damn well a tie isn’t good enough for me!”


      “O-Of course!”


      “Then I’ll start the count. Ten!”


      Even as Xeros announced the first number in the count, Barbarod shot both arms out and swung them like whips once more—not to attack Akira this time but to prevent him from getting close. The man realized that the time limit was yet another lifeline Xeros was throwing to his colleague. Xeros had told Barbarod a tie wouldn’t save him, but the same held true for Akira as well: if Akira couldn’t dominate the battle enough to make his opponent realize his strength, all his efforts here would prove moot. So Akira, too, couldn’t settle for a tie—he had to win within ten seconds, no matter what.


      Thus, Barbarod gambled on stalling for time, expecting that Akira would probably grow impatient and move too hastily. And when that happened, Barbarod knew, Xenos wanted him to seize his chance.


      He swung his arms with reckless abandon, regardless of the damage it would do to his body or how it would deplete his remaining cyborg energy. In a longer fight, putting such an extreme burden on his body would have been foolish, but a mere ten seconds was manageable. His whiplike arms ravaged the space between him and his opponent with more speed and intensity than ever.


      “Try and come at me now—if you’re not merely all talk, that is!” he seemed to roar.


      As though in answer to his silent taunt, Akira leaped right into the flurry of whips. The cyborg’s arms, powerful enough to dent steel, slashed at Akira from the left and right simultaneously. A normal human could not have tracked their movements with the naked eye; an average hunter would have been hit—pulverized along with their gear—before they even realized the arms were approaching.


      But Akira tracked the whips’ trajectories and intercepted them with pinpoint accuracy, slamming both fists into the cyborg arms and repelling them. Even though Barbarod was lashing his limbs multiple times every instant, Akira was watching them move in slow motion. With the whips seemingly suspended in midair, it was child’s play for him to reach up and knock them away.


      The impact from Akira’s double punch sent the cyborg’s long arms flying backward. Then, before Barbarod had a chance to strike again, Akira closed the eight meters between them in a flash, his powered suit launching him off one foot with full force. Barbarod’s arms flailed behind him, flying uselessly in the air—he didn’t have time to defend himself.


      But the cyborg had banked on this.


      Now!


      All at once, another pair of arms sprang out from behind him and struck at Akira. The cyborg had been hiding them all along, disguised as accessories attached to the back of his suit. They couldn’t stretch out like the first pair of arms, but they could hit with much more force. And even if Akira knocked away his extendable arms again, Barbarod could now reroute the rest of his cyborg power supply to maintain his balance, leaving him free to punch with his second pair of arms.


      Let’s see you try and dodge this! he gloated. I win! Convinced his victory was assured, he swung his fist at Akira with all his might.


      But his punch met only air.


      Barbarod was stunned.


      Though he had thrown his punch with impeccable timing, Akira had dodged it and slipped into striking range of the cyborg. Barbarod had both his legs firmly fixed to the ground with force-field armor, but Akira kicked them in a sweeping arc at full force, with strength rivaling a superhuman’s, and tore the cyborg’s legs away from the ground. Barbarod flew backward, somersaulting through the air twice. Then Akira brought his hands together and slammed them into the man’s torso, sending his body crashing down and denting the pavement below. The ground fissured around him, as if tracing a giant spiderweb.


      But Barbarod still had a few tricks up his sleeve. His reflexes, honed through years of combat experience, had him already rising back up, ready for another clash. But before he could stand, he spotted another piercing kick from Akira flying at him. He froze.


      Akira’s kick smashed into the ground right beside his head, just a hair’s breadth away.


      “All right, I give up. You win,” the man muttered.


      He knew that Akira had deliberately missed and that if the battle were to continue, the next kick would surely hit the cyborg’s head, severely injuring or even killing him. But Barbarod hadn’t surrendered out of fear of being struck. He already knew he was beaten—he’d known it the moment Akira had dodged the surprise appearance of the second pair of arms. At that same instant, Barbarod had seen the expression on Akira’s face—and there hadn’t been even a hint of surprise.


      Whether Akira had foreseen the attack or simply had such extreme composure that it hadn’t fazed him, Barbarod couldn’t say. But the cyborg had lost heart regardless. There was no way he could possibly win against someone who’d handled that sneak attack so perfectly. His will to fight had been snuffed out at last—even if he still held a grudge against Carol after this, he sure as hell wasn’t going to go after her.


      Sensing Barbarod was done fighting, Akira also relaxed, breathing a sigh. Carol approached him, grinning from ear to ear.


      “Well done, Akira! I knew you could do it!”


      Still on the ground, Barbarod glanced up at her, looking sour. “Carol, how much did you have to save up to hire a guy like this anyway? Tell me!” He figured she must have paid some exorbitant sum to hire anyone who could defeat him. And if so, he wouldn’t have to feel so bad about losing.


      “Do you mind if I tell him, Akira?” she queried.


      “Huh? Nah, I don’t care.”


      Carol turned to Barbarod. “A hundred and thirty million aurum per month.”


      “What?!” the man screamed. “Bullshit! Like hell someone that skilled would ever work so cheaply!”


      A hundred and thirty million is cheap? Akira thought.


      “Also,” Carol added slyly, “so long as he works for me, he’s allowed to touch me whenever and wherever he wants.”


      “Oh, so that’s where the real reward comes in!”


      Akira was astonished. Wait, that’s what convinced him?!


      Xeros walked over and spoke to Carol. “So he lost. Well, nothing for it, then. I’ll negotiate with you properly like you wanted. I’ll inform my mediator, then have them call you when we’re ready.” He turned as if to go.


      “Actually,” Carol said, stopping him, “I think someone should be here soon who can help.”


      “Who?”


      As if on cue, Viola appeared on the scene with her usual mischievous grin and sauntered up to them casually. “Hey, Carol! I was just coming to check and see how things were going. What’d I miss?”


      She sounded innocent enough, but Carol knew better. “Probably nothing, considering you were likely watching the whole thing from somewhere. Anyway, whatever. Take care of the aftermath for me, and wrap it all up with a neat little bow.”


      Viola smiled, reading between the lines. “Roger that! But are you sure you want me to handle everything? You could have just let me do it from the beginning, you know.”


      “Well, you would have made me pay through the nose, right? Anyway, do your stuff. Come on, Akira, let’s go.”


      “R-Right.” Lacking as he was in negotiation skills, Akira couldn’t pick up on the unspoken nuances of the agreement between the two women. So he felt confused, but he decided he probably didn’t need to know anyway and followed Carol back into the apartment without another word.


      Meanwhile, Xeros gave the suspicious woman who’d just appeared a wary look. “I take it you’ll be handling negotiations on Carol’s behalf?”


      “That’s right. It’ll be a pleasure working with you, I’m sure. Before we start, however, shall we move our discussion to a more suitable venue?”


      “Sure.” Before doing business with this woman, Xeros wanted to spend some time chatting with her and figure out what sort of person she was.


      But first things first. He glared sharply at his colleague.


      “You lost, Barbarod. You’re prepared for the consequences, I trust?”


      Barbarod was back on his feet now, with the sportsmanlike air of an athlete who had come to terms with his loss. He wore a calm expression as he sighed. “Yeah. I accept my fate. Do what you must.”


      Xeros nodded, then turned to the security chief. “If you want to be compensated for damages and repairs and the like, I highly suggest you come with us or send a representative on your behalf. But that’s your call.”


      “I-I understand. I’ll contact the higher-ups right away.” Negotiating with elite hunters was by no means included in his job description, so he called his superiors to send someone over.


      Before long, Xeros, Viola, and the others had left the area. Confrontations between high-rankers could easily go south at any point and culminate in a fight to the death, but aside from the dent in the pavement, this particular incident had ended unusually amicably.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 218: Living the High Life


      After returning to Carol’s apartment, Akira took a quick shower and then changed into some loungewear. He thought better of asking why Carol had male loungewear in her apartment, let alone youth-sized clothing that fit him.


      Carol, who’d joined him in the shower, also changed. Her loungewear was exceedingly thin—the kind of garb a woman fond of sleeping nude might put on just before bed so as not to walk around indecently. It left little to the imagination, and hunters for whom the tension of battle had yet to wear off usually found her irresistible.


      Hunters, that is, like Akira at that moment.


      And yet she elicited no reaction from him whatsoever, as usual.


      She sighed. “So are you all right with spending nights here for the time being?”


      “Hm? Yeah, why not? Might as well.”


      “All right. Then let’s have some grub, shall we?”


      Carol whipped up a quick meal for the two of them—simple fare that didn’t take much time or effort to cook, but which used high-class ingredients that only the upper crust could typically afford. Its flavor was thus comparable to that of food from the inner city. This delectable meal considerably tipped the scales of Akira’s mind in favor of staying at Carol’s place instead of his own, as long as he was working for her.


      After dinner, they settled in for the night. Carol requested that Akira sleep beside her in her bed, with the excuse that she wanted him nearby in case she needed to be protected during the night. Lying next to Carol, who was now wearing nothing but the thin bedsheet covering her, Akira closed his eyes. He fell asleep almost immediately.


      It wasn’t that Akira wasn’t interested in women. Carol knew that for a fact—she’d seen the way he’d reacted to Elena and Sara when they were working together back in Mihazono. So why was her body—so captivating that it had ensnared countless other males—not good enough for him? With a slight pout, she sighed again.


      ◆


      Ultimately, Akira agreed to stay at Carol’s for the duration of his job.


      Being so close to Carol made his usual training regimen—fighting mock battles with Alpha—difficult to continue. So he spent the time studying instead, as well as practicing controlling his sense of time while keeping his awareness in its enhanced perception mode. When he wasn’t so occupied, he enjoyed watching movies and playing games with Carol. Even though he was taking it easy, he never felt bored.


      Then one day, he received a call from Kibayashi.


      “Akira, my man,” said the official. “Can you meet me at the Kugama Building right away?”


      “Now? That’s awfully short notice, don’t you think?” protested Akira.


      “Hey, I won’t force you! If you’re busy or have other plans, we can postpone things a week or a month. You don’t even have to show up at all, really. But the longer you delay, the longer it’ll take to get your gear in, because that’s what we’re meeting about.”


      Then Akira knew he couldn’t refuse. “All right, fine. I’ll be there as soon as I can. But why are you calling me about my new gear?”


      “Because I’m helping procure it.”


      Akira kept his mouth shut.


      Sensing the reason for his silence, Kibayashi laughed heartily. “Relax, relax! I’m not scheming anything in secret, on my honor. Like I’ve told you before, you’re a favorite of mine, and I just want to make sure you have the best gear you can get, that’s all.”


      “Well, I guess, if you’re not pulling my leg.” Akira thought the man’s excuse sounded plausible—most likely, Kibayashi was expecting that having better gear would land Akira in harder fights that demanded said gear, thus providing Kibayashi with more entertainment. And by now, he knew Kibayashi wouldn’t hesitate to go to such lengths for his personal amusement. So Akira didn’t ask any more questions.


      “Now that you’re on board,” Kibayashi said merrily, “I’ll see you at the Kugama Building. Don’t make me wait too long, now!”


      After the call ended, Akira brought Carol up to speed, and the two of them headed out.




      Carol drove him to the Kugama Building in her car. When they reached the entrance, Hikaru was there waiting for him. Though she was surprised to see that Akira had brought a woman with him, she didn’t let her thoughts show as she led the way to Stelliana, the high-class restaurant located on one of the building’s upper floors.


      Hikaru hadn’t met Carol but knew who she was, having read all the available information on Akira in preparation for serving as his handler. She also knew about Carol’s side job, that she’d ruined the lives of more than a few hunters with it, and that she had ties to a particularly ill-natured informant. From these facts, Hikaru had deduced that Carol was bad news. But she kept her mouth shut—Akira was also a dangerous individual with the blood of many people, maybe even a thousand, on his hands. So Hikaru concluded that it wasn’t so unusual for him to have acquaintances like Carol. She decided to avert her eyes from that matter and move on.


      “Well, I guess when you get to be a big-shot relic hunter,” Hikaru commented to Akira, “they start calling you to five-star restaurants like Stelliana even for casual meetings, huh?”


      “Yeah, seems like it,” Akira replied offhandedly, but privately, he did think that this was a big deal. Being summoned to an establishment like Stelliana meant Kibayashi thought it would be impolite to invite him anywhere less fancy. For Akira, that was his biggest indicator thus far of how much he’d grown as a hunter.


      After turning over his guns to the coat check attendant at the restaurant’s entrance, he headed inside. The attendant told him they had more appropriate attire available for him to borrow if he wished, but Akira insisted on wearing his powered suit. Carol didn’t change out of hers either.


      A waiter led them to a separate large room in the very back of the restaurant, meant to host Stelliana’s most affluent patrons and serve as a place for meetings between corporate executives.


      This was the high life Akira now found himself living.


      Kibayashi, already seated, greeted him warmly. “You made it! Didn’t expect you to bring a chick along, though.”


      “Is that a problem? I’ve got my reasons. So why’d you call me here, anyway?”


      “Oh, I’ll tell you, but first, I’m going to have you wait here for about an hour.”


      Akira scowled. “You tell me to come here right away, then make me sit around for an hour?”


      “Relax, relax! I have my reasons too, don’t worry. There’s a method to the madness. So how about enjoying some fine dining in the meantime—my treat? Order whatever you want!”


      That still didn’t satisfy the boy entirely, but the prospect of a meal from Stelliana made him sit in his seat without another word of complaint and reach for the menu. Carol, amused, took a seat as well. They placed their orders, and before long, the food arrived at the table.


      Meanwhile, Kibayashi and Hikaru excused themselves briefly, but when Kibayashi returned, he was alone.


      “Hey, where’d Hikaru go?” Akira asked.


      “She’s greeting some other clients right now.”


      “So someone else is gonna join us?”


      “Yeah, a few sales reps who want you to use their companies’ products. I dunno exactly how many are gonna show up, but I expect at least one. If none of them do, though, we’ll just cross that bridge when we come to it.” And Kibayashi grinned—a look that seemed to add, “That in itself might be just as entertaining!”


      Seeing his face, Akira decided not to ask any more questions.


      “Now,” Kibayashi went on, “let me briefly explain why I’ve called you here. Feel free to eat while I talk.”


      Akira nodded and reached for his plate. The food was so unbelievably tasty that it threatened to distract him from what Kibayashi had to say, but he managed to catch the gist.


      “Say, a word of advice,” Kibayashi said, looking amused at Akira wolfing down his meal. “On the off chance one of those reps does come to you with an offer, and they suggest holding the negotiations here, you’d better turn them down.”


      Akira smiled sheepishly. He couldn’t disagree with such sage advice—he knew his taste buds weren’t very refined, and that there was no way he’d be able to listen attentively to such a proposal while enjoying food this delicious. Though he had astounded many with his extraordinarily rapid growth as a hunter, his palate had yet to catch up, and thus he was captivated by fare that wouldn’t even faze other high-rankers.




      Kibayashi explained to Akira that they were about to hold a meeting at Stelliana, one that would determine which corporation would provide his new equipment.


      As part of Akira’s reward from Sakashita, his hunter rank was already set to rise dramatically. To the corporations interested in securing the boy’s business, Kibayashi had “invited” them to play a sort of game—he’d asked each company’s representative to predict how high Akira’s rank would rise, then offer gear appropriate to someone at that level. But there was a catch in guessing too high: if a corporation issued extremely expensive equipment to Akira at an unheard-of discount, even for the sake of advertising, there was always a chance the wasteland would claim him, at which point the company would suffer a huge loss. Those who were still willing to place their bets on a higher rank nonetheless would thereby prove to the boy that they had faith in him. Such a show of confidence (Kibayashi had persuaded them) would certainly make Akira more likely to desire a long and fruitful partnership with the winning company.


      In this way, Kibayashi had baited the corporations into offering Akira the best products they had on hand.


      Most people, including Akira himself, were still in the dark as to what his new hunter rank would be. The new rank had in fact been decided upon shortly before Kibayashi had contacted him. But it had yet to be updated on his Hunter Office profile page—Kibayashi had used his authority within the Office to delay that step. After all, he didn’t want the companies to know Akira’s new rank before negotiations had even begun. Instead, Kibayashi planned to reveal the number once all of the sales reps had gathered at the negotiation table, then have Akira and the winning company’s rep hash out the specifics of the gear. (That, incidentally, was why Kibayashi had said that the longer Akira waited to show up, the longer he’d have to wait for new equipment.)


      Kibayashi wrapped up his explanation right as Akira finished clearing his plate. But the boy’s fit, muscular body demanded yet more food, so Akira pushed the empty plate to the side and started on another. Stelliana’s menu was full of ingredients and foodstuffs he didn’t recognize and didn’t know the first thing about eating properly, but he couldn’t imagine anything on the menu not being delicious. So he’d ordered resolutely and without reserve.


      “Okay, bottom line: How much longer will I have to wait for my stuff?” Akira asked between bites.


      “Depends on the company we finalize the deal with,” Kibayashi answered. “Could be the same day, could be a month from now.”


      “That’s kinda vague. Why?”


      “Because the goods might be stored in a warehouse in some other city, in which case the company will need time to have them shipped here. And even if the warehouse happens to be in town—say, thirty minutes away—it could still take a month to decide what they want to sell you and for how much. Supposing they part with twenty billion aurum’s worth of products for half price, they’re taking a loss of ten billion. That’s not an easy decision to approve, even if they expect it to pay off in the long run with you as their poster boy.”


      “Wow, I-I guess that checks out.” Considering that Akira’s interim gear was already valued at five billion, and that he was aiming for an even better set, twenty billion aurum didn’t sound so outrageous to him—on the contrary, it made perfect sense. But he still couldn’t see a million aurum as mere pocket change, and twenty billion had even more zeros on the end!


      Belatedly realizing just how much money would be changing hands for the sake of his new gear, he began to feel a tad nervous.




      By the time he’d finished eating his main courses, polished off dessert, and started on his after-dinner coffee, the sales reps had arrived and gathered around another table a short distance away that had no food, only drinks. After guiding each representative to the table one by one, Hikaru brought Inabe into the room last. His arrival signaled that the waiting period was over—exactly one hour since Akira had sat down.


      Kibayashi rose from his seat and moved over to the other table. Then he gave those present a cordial smile. “Thanks for waiting, everyone. Your willingness to come all the way here on such short notice is much appreciated, and will no doubt reflect favorably on you in the eyes of the relic hunter in question as well. Certainly more favorably than with those who didn’t make it in time, anyway.”


      He chose his words carefully, displaying his gratitude to the companies who had shown up and implying that their absent rivals had lost any chance to sell to Akira in the future. “Now, then, I’ve already asked each of you to guess what hunter rank might be suitable for the next set of equipment our hunter will use, but it’s still not too late to change your answer. Remember, only the company that has the closest guess will be permitted a seat at the negotiation table. This is your last chance to make adjustments. Are we good to go?”


      There was silence all around the table, but each representative had a determined glint in their eye.


      “Well, I’ll take that as a yes. Anyway, by the power invested in me as a Hunter Office official, I will now reveal the hunter’s updated rank.”


      The representatives already had Akira’s profile page pulled up in their AR displays, and Akira and Carol were viewing it on their personal data terminals. As they all watched with bated breath, Akira’s profile updated with the new rank—and the sales reps’ expressions froze in shock.


      A stunning “70” now appeared on the page.


      Even the boy himself couldn’t hide his surprise. He might have been naive in a lot of ways, but he did understand that his rank could never have been boosted so high under normal circumstances.


      Hey, um, Alpha... Just how strong would a hunter typically have to be for rank 70?


      Well, let’s see! she said with a cheerful smile. Remember the hunters assigned to the lead transport back when the giant bugs attacked? None of them had a rank lower than 70. I did tell you that you’d reach that level before long—though even I didn’t think it’d be this soon.


      O-Oh, right. That was the best response Akira could manage right now. He turned back to Kibayashi, his expression wooden.


      The city official looked gleeful—that was the face he’d been dying to see on Akira all along.




      The higher a hunter’s rank, the harder it typically became for them to raise it farther. And given that a jump from 55 to 70 was so drastic that even Akira found it extraordinary, it came as no surprise that there had been quite a few extenuating circumstances behind his new rank.


      Initially, Inabe had asked Sakashita Heavy Industries to pay Akira in aurum and rank, like the boy had specified. But thanks to Kibayashi’s intervention, he was now being paid solely through his rank. This, as it turned out, had worked out in Sakashita’s favor.


      As one of the Big Five corporations in the East, Sakashita had to demonstrate magnanimity toward those who contributed in some significant way to the Eastern League of Governing Corporations. If such a person requested a monetary reward, Sakashita had to offer them an amount expected of their clout and status. Even so, the corporation’s funds weren’t unlimited, and they preferred to compensate people with increases in rank. Such accolades were sufficiently impressive to maintain the corporation’s reputation, and Sakashita wouldn’t need to pay a single aurum to boot.


      But that alone couldn’t have warranted raising Akira’s rank by fifteen whole levels. Another factor was that Kibayashi had pulled some strings to increase not only Akira’s reward but Hikaru’s as well—and then applied the value of what Sakashita owed Hikaru to Akira’s rank.


      This had been possible because the increase in her reward had voided her promotion within Kugamayama City—a promotion that Sakashita had previously guaranteed her. Without this, she no longer had any reason to stay on as Akira’s handler. One might have expected this to be a huge blow to such an ambitious young woman, but as she had had no intention of continuing as his handler anyway, she in fact didn’t mind. At the time, Inabe had even come to her personally to confirm whether she was okay with this arrangement—and to persuade her to stay on in her current role. But she’d explained to him that Akira had saved her life, and since she’d promised to repay him by supplying him with the best gear possible, she wanted her reward from Sakashita to be used for Akira’s sake as well. With that, Inabe had relented.


      Using both Akira’s and Hikaru’s rewards from Sakashita to raise Akira’s hunter rank in this way had certainly helped. But it still didn’t entirely account for such a massive boost. High-ranking hunters often took several years to rise by one rank, and some even hit a certain point beyond which they could not advance for the rest of their lives, no matter how hard they worked. So how had Akira shot up so many ranks at once?


      The answer was his outstanding performance during his intercity transport job.


      The true purpose of hunter ranks wasn’t to reflect a hunter’s competence but rather to indicate their level of contribution to the League through their hunter work. This did, however, inevitably double as a metric to gauge a hunter’s competence anyway, which was why hunters were offered rank advancement commissions when necessary.


      Thanks to his defeat of Erde, Akira’s current aptitude had been judged to be far beyond what was expected of a rank 55 relic hunter. The boy had already received one rank advancement commission, and now his rank needed adjusting again. So Sakashita had decided to retroactively recognize his work for the transport convoy as a rank advancement commission.


      Was the corporation giving the boy special treatment? Certainly. But there was enough of a rationale for doing so that no one was going to question their decision. After all, Sakashita had treated Akira and Hikaru as decoys, and the boy deserved to be compensated not just for the resulting inconvenience but also for greatly contributing to Sakashita with his defeat of the superhuman. And since Sakashita was a key player in the ELGC, any contribution to Sakashita also contributed to the League, so it was only natural for Sakashita to repay him.


      Even with these factors, however, quite a few within Sakashita had initially believed that rank 70 was still too high of a leap. But after some light investigation, they’d learned Akira had always performed at a higher standard than his rank would have suggested. Rather than being forced to issue him a third rank advancement commission in the near future, they’d judged it better to overestimate his ability instead.


      And so, once all was said and done, Akira had ended up at rank 70. Kibayashi, who as a member of the Hunter Office had learned all of this beforehand, had laughed so hard at the time that his sides had ached—he’d expected an outrageous number, of course, but something more like 65. Here was a boy who had exceeded his expectations to an extraordinary degree, and Kibayashi couldn’t help feeling elated.




      As the reps around the table failed to conceal their agitation, Kibayashi erased his grin and was all business once more. “Now that his rank has been revealed, I will now announce who had the closest guess.”


      They fixed their unblinking gazes on Kibayashi. Most had expected Akira’s rank to end up at around 60. The unexpected and significantly greater increase to 70 meant that whoever had won the right to negotiate would enjoy even greater profits, while those that hadn’t would lose even more. Everyone waited for the announcement with bated breath.


      “The winner,” Kibayashi announced dramatically, “is—Kiryou! Please go to the table over there.”


      The representatives from Kiryou didn’t seem thrilled to have won by any means. Looking tense, they stood up and moved over to Akira’s table anyway.


      “With that,” added Kibayashi, “I’ll have to ask the rest of you to leave. Thank you all for coming today!”


      The representatives who’d lost exchanged glances with one another. Then one of them spoke up.


      “You won’t even introduce us to this hunter first?”


      “My apologies, but as the winner, only Kiryou has that right. I believe I made it clear that this was the arrangement.”


      “But—” the man protested.


      Kibayashi cut him off with a black look. “Need I remind you that the Hunter Office is presiding over this meeting, as everyone already agreed? We struck a deal, and I wouldn’t recommend breaking it here.”


      The man sighed in resignation. Though he was an executive of the company he represented, neither he nor his corporation carried the clout to stand up to the Hunter Office. He obeyed and left the room without another word. The other representatives followed suit.


      Inabe headed for the door with them. But before leaving, he turned to Hikaru, who’d been waiting on standby behind him. “I need to follow up with the others. I’m leaving the rest to you.”


      “Y-Yes, sir.”


      “I’m heading off too,” Kibayashi called to her. “Good luck with the negotiations!”


      “Huh?! Wait, where are you going?!” she protested.


      “Well, these next steps fall under the city’s jurisdiction, right? I’m here on behalf of the Hunter Office right now, so I can’t interfere. Besides, you’re still Akira’s handler. Work hard for him, all right?”


      “Exactly,” Inabe added. “You’re responsible for Akira until this matter with his gear is sorted out. So you’ve still got a job to do.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know, I know,” Hikaru huffed under her breath as the two men left the room. Then, determined to fulfill her professional duty to the utmost, she walked back to Akira’s table.


      ◆


      In part because he’d brought along someone who had nothing to do with the discussion about his equipment, Akira was able to slip away from the negotiations with Kiryou partway through. But he did make sure to stick around long enough to confirm the two points that mattered to him—namely, that his new gear would arrive the next day, and that it would be powerful enough to suit a rank 70 hunter. The other details weren’t as critical, so he let Hikaru handle those at her own pace and however she saw fit, excusing himself from Stelliana and heading off with Carol.


      Kiryou, for their part, had guessed the number 65, which normally would have seemed far too high. In fact, they probably would have said around 60 like the other companies—had they not made an under-the-table deal with Inabe beforehand, that is.


      Inabe had more or less coerced Kiryou into providing Akira with his interim gear after the boy had lost his previous set during the transport commission. But in exchange, Inabe had promised the company that the next time they had an opportunity to sell to Akira, the executive would foot the bill himself. That way, even if such gear saddled the boy with a bill that far exceeded his means to pay it off, Kiryou wouldn’t have to worry about taking a loss. In fact, under these circumstances, they didn’t even care if the equipment in question was so powerful that it undermined the impact of their advertising.


      So Kiryou had submitted a much higher number than they would have otherwise—65. They’d been almost certain that such a guess would prove well over Akira’s actual rank, but they intended to capitalize on the egregious difference to put Inabe in their debt and milk the city’s funds for all they could.


      And yet, in the end, their number had still been considerably lower than Akira’s rank. The Kiryou bigwigs in attendance had been shocked and dismayed at the grand reveal. Yet they didn’t let their feelings show throughout the negotiation process. To keep Hikaru from exploiting their discomfiture, they acted like they’d been prepared to offer rank 70 gear all along—and they readily agreed to Akira’s outrageous request to have it delivered the very next day.


      Of course, Akira wasn’t aware of any of this. It would have been extremely difficult for him to even suspect it. But he’d secured a more powerful set of gear than he’d hoped for, and all throughout the car ride back to his house, he couldn’t stop grinning.


      “Man, oh man! Hunter rank 70, huh?” Carol said to him with an incredulous smile. “I definitely didn’t expect that. What the hell did you get caught up in on that transport, anyway?”


      “I can’t go into detail,” Akira replied. “But let’s just say I fought a really tough opponent. One that I probably should have lost to, in fact. It was just dumb luck that I won.”


      “You don’t say? That’s some pretty powerful luck you’ve got, then.”


      “Actually, hmm,” the boy mused. “Given that I got roped into all that in the first place, I’d say I was pretty unlucky after all.”


      “But you still won, right? And since you did, you’re now rank 70, and about to get some impressive accoutrements. I’d say it was a net positive in the end!”


      “Well, I dunno about that...” Akira understood what Carol was saying, but he still found it hard to consider what had happened on that transport as good fortune, and his mixed feelings showed on his face.


      Carol found this amusing. “Well, even if you encountered misfortune to start with, the fact remains that you turned it to your advantage. Doing so might have been challenging, but it paid off in spades, so everything worked out in the end, right? Hey, it’s better for your mental health to take this perspective, rather than going around brooding about how unlucky you are.”


      At that, Akira broke into a small smile. “Yeah, you’re right.” Fortune and misfortune were two sides of the same coin. It didn’t matter if his misfortune kept plaguing him far into the future, so long as he kept turning lemons into lemonade. Such was the perspective he intended to keep going forward.


      Once they arrived at Akira’s house, he gathered some clothes and other things he’d need for his stay at Carol’s. This didn’t take long, considering he didn’t have many changes of clothing or underwear to begin with.


      Looking at the small pile of laundry he placed in her trunk, Carol smiled in disbelief. “You buy these superexpensive powered suits but no dress clothes or casual wear? Surely you can afford to do so, right?”


      “I-I just don’t care that much about what I wear, that’s all.” Akira knew he lacked fashion sense anyway, so he didn’t see any point in buying new clothes.


      “And this house too. You know this is a home meant for hunters around rank 30, right? You’re rank 70 now! Don’t you think it’s about time to start looking for some nicer digs?”


      “But I was still rank 55 just the other—”


      “Doesn’t matter. Jeez, forget houses—most hunters start thinking about moving to new cities once they’re rank 50. Don’t you have any material desires—or rather, any desire at all? I bet you haven’t bought any new furniture or decor because your house already came furnished with everything you need. And it’s clear you don’t have much of a sex drive either, considering you haven’t laid a hand on me even once. Having no desires is pretty unhealthy, don’t you know?”


      “It’s not like I don’t have any desires,” Akira objected. He did have things he wanted. Decent clothes without holes. Food that didn’t suck. A roof over his head. Had he not been seeking these, he wouldn’t have become a relic hunter in the first place. But he’d managed to fulfill those needs almost at once, and his old harsh life in the slums kept him from wanting much more than that. Baths were the only exception.


      And the longer someone stayed in a home, the more attached to it they became—especially if they’d worked hard to get there. That was a large part of why he’d chosen simply to remodel his bath rather than find a nicer house.


      When you get right down to it, Akira was leading an eccentric lifestyle that no other high-ranking hunter could ever be satisfied with. But he had no complaints.


      All at once, Alpha’s expression grew grim. Akira, look sharp!


      Without questioning her, he immediately assumed a battle stance. Carol saw this and was instantly on her guard as well.


      “What’s the sitch, Akira?”


      “Er, well—”


      At that moment, a spray of enormous bullets the size of artillery shells, fired with no consideration for anything or anyone else in the area, blew Akira’s house to smithereens. Just like that, Akira had lost yet another precious thing he’d fought hard to earn.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 219: A Violent House Call


      Akira’s home was no more—not even piles of bricks remained. A semitruck was parked a short distance away, and perched on top was Barbarod, one hand wielding a gargantuan gun designed for mechs, the other holding a massive blade.


      His gun wasn’t just the size of a mech’s weapon—it was a mech’s weapon. No normal person could have handled such a large firearm, but Barbarod had wrapped one of his elastic arms around the grip to hold it steady. And with this massive gun, he’d unhesitatingly annihilated Akira’s house. Even so, he wasn’t sure whether Akira had survived. So he carefully watched the rubble of the nearby houses that had gotten caught up in his cannonade, as well as the shadows of those buildings that were still intact, for any sign of the boy.


      Just as he’d expected, Akira leaped from the shadows an instant later, opening fire on the semi with both LEOs. Barbarod shielded himself from the spray of gunfire with his giant blade, then fired back with his own gun. The titanic bullets thundered down all around Akira, destroying more unlucky residences.


      Though the site of their clash was the lower district, not the slums, it still lay outside the walls. When those in the inner city visited the area, they treated it as though it were just as dangerous as the wasteland, often bringing bodyguards or other means of protection along with them.


      The fight that ensued between Akira and Barbarod would have made them glad to have done so.




      Just before the initial attack, Akira snatched Carol up in his arms and bolted from the scene, drawing on his suit’s power to smash through the wall of his own house, duck past the enemy’s line of fire, and dodge the enormous bullets. After leaving Carol some ways away, he slipped back through the shadows of a nearby home and then deliberately showed himself to draw the enemy’s fire away from her. As he aimed his guns at his opponent, a shock of recognition suddenly went through him.


      His eyes grew wide. Him again?! Dammit! So he came after us after all! As far as Akira could tell, he’d gone so overboard trying to deter the man from attacking them that it had had the opposite effect instead.


      But Alpha shook her head. No, that’s not it.


      How can you say that? He’s clearly attacking us right now, isn’t he?


      Not quite. That is the body of the man you know as Barbarod, but it’s being occupied by someone else.


      Someone else? What the hell? Akira looked bewildered. He knew Alpha meant that another person’s brain was currently inside Barbarod’s body, but why were they making it attack him?


      First things first—more fighting, less thinking, Alpha said. Just remember that though he looks the same, he’s not the same person you fought before. So don’t assume you’ll dominate as easily this time.


      Roger that! Akira had already begun slowing his sense of time, and his telepathic conversation with Alpha passed by in a real-time instant. Now on maximum alert, he unloaded his guns at the enemy without reserve. Countless C-bullets, primed full of energy, streamed from his LEOs one after another.


      But the enemy blocked them all with his blade. The sword, designed to be swung around by giant mechs without breaking, was far and away sturdier than any weapon designed for humans. Moreover, this particular blade had been made for a model of mech meant to be piloted by high-ranking hunters. So although Akira’s C-bullets could have pierced thick steel, they didn’t even dent the weapon’s surface.


      The enemy fired back just as fiercely, releasing a spray of ordnance. Akira dodged with all his might. He wasn’t so naive as to suppose that the enemy would run out of ammo soon, even with such a relentless offensive—not when he knew what kind of capacity the extended magazines of the East had. So he couldn’t bank on the enemy running dry before he did.


      Seeing that he would remain at a disadvantage so long as he fought from a distance, he tried to move in closer. His opponent was peppering him with rapid, continuous fire, but not willy-nilly—he was aiming at Akira with precision. With his life on the line, Akira could not afford to misjudge the trajectory of those shots even once.


      Bullets flew straight at him, and he dodged by a hair. Shock waves struck him from where they impacted, and he rode them out with his powered suit’s force-field armor. Then he aimed both LEOs at the enemy’s massive gun. C-bullets might not be able to damage it, but they could disrupt its aim.


      His opponent’s shots flew off course, blasting away from both Akira and Carol—and destroying even more residences and buildings in the process. Though the gunfight was only between two people, and neither had intended to destroy the area, their battle had already left a vast stretch of the lower district in ruins. What was left served as a visceral reminder of the chaos that failing to manage high-ranking hunters could lead to.


      The man backed up as he fired, seeking to keep his distance from Akira, but the boy doggedly pursued him—right into the range of the mech blade. Despite its size, the man swung at Akira with such speed that it seemed to weigh nothing at all. Nor were his attacks merely fast—they were sharp and precise even in spite of the odd way the sword was being held, illustrating the wealth of experience the wielder must have had with such weapons.


      Just one blow from such a blade would have sliced the boy in two instantly, regardless of how cleverly Alpha manipulated his force-field armor to protect him.


      But by now, Akira was an old hand at avoiding one-hit kills. Even seeing the deadly edge slash toward him with his enhanced perception, he didn’t panic. He kicked off force-field footholds in the air, speeding up and dodging just in the nick of time. Finding a spot that lay out of reach of such a huge weapon, he leaped to it and trained both LEOs on Barbarod again.


      —And found that the man was pointing another gun right back at him. Two standard-sized arms protruded from the enemy’s back, holding a two-handed firearm (this one built for humans, not mechs).


      Neither Akira nor his opponent could evade each other’s attacks now. Both shot with the expectation that they would be hit. Bullets erupted from all four guns, rapidly filling the short distance between them.


      Enemy bullets struck Akira, knocking him backward. He emerged with only minor wounds—he’d used every ounce of his strength to avoid his opponent’s gunfire while knocking as much of it off course as he could with his own. At the same time, Alpha had raised his force-field armor’s output dramatically with perfect timing the moment he’d been hit. Without even one of those factors, he would have died, and even with Alpha’s help, he’d still needed the skill to capitalize on them.


      The enemy, meanwhile, tanked countless high-powered C-bullets. Wielding such a massive mech sword, he couldn’t dodge like Akira had. But he didn’t fall, even as the blasts knocked him off-balance and dented Barbarod’s body. The old Barbarod hadn’t had such resilient force-field armor, but now the enemy had dramatically boosted his defenses by using his long elastic arms as a conduit, allowing energy to flow from the mech weapons’ energy packs into his force-field armor. The slightest error in regulating the output would have caused his body to explode from energy overload—a feat even Barbarod would never have been able to pull off.


      Akira had been knocked away from his sweet spot. He immediately regained his footing and tried to run back in once more. The man recovered just as quickly, preparing to assault Akira yet again with gun and blade.


      That day, however, the glory of dominating the battlefield went to someone else.


      All at once, a high-powered laser scorched the air and struck the massive gun dead-on. The blast didn’t destroy the weapon instantly but did pierce its force-field armor and damaged it severely. The man reeled, off-balance once again.


      “Sorry about that—my trigger finger slipped!” came Carol’s smug voice over Akira’s wireless. “Hope I didn’t get in your way!” She was wielding a multifunction gun customized with a laser add-on, and she’d also mounted it in place, making it even more devastating. The rest of her equipment, too, was ridiculously deluxe, for here was a hunter who dared to explore Zone 2 alongside the high-rankers. The pride in her voice was well deserved—she had damaged a gun that Akira’s LEOs couldn’t.


      Still swaying, the man aimed his giant gun at Carol. But Akira kicked it before he could fire, knocking the giant bullet far off course.


      “Not at all!” he told her. “Thanks for the assist, and keep ’em coming!”


      Dodging another swing, he aimed for the other gun so his opponent wouldn’t be able to target Carol with that one either.


      “You sure?” she teased. “I might accidentally hit you with the next one, you know.”


      She spoke lightheartedly, but her question was genuine. At present, friendly fire was a real concern. She’d only attempted that one shot because Akira had been knocked away from the man, allowing her to be certain she wouldn’t hit her companion even if her aim were wildly off. The thought of firing into such a fast-paced battle made her hesitate.


      Besides, what would Akira think of her intervening? She wanted to back him up, but she wasn’t sure how he’d feel about that. She was fully prepared to back off if he found her help annoying.


      But Akira responded warmly, “Absolutely! Fire at will—I can evade! No need to warn me, just shoot!”


      Carol blinked in surprise at his confidence, then grinned from ear to ear. “Now you’re sounding like a rank 70 hunter! All right, you asked for it! Get ready to dodge!”


      She knew full well that Akira’s powered suit couldn’t withstand her gun. One errant shot, and he might well die. And the faster Akira and the man clashed, the more likely she was to miss her target. But with Akira’s declaration ringing in her ears, she couldn’t hold back for his sake now—that would just be insulting.


      So she put her trust in him and fired again.


      Another powerful laser blazed unswervingly through the air and landed another bull’s-eye on the man’s gun. The weapon suffered even more damage, and since the man had strengthened its force-field armor, the shot depleted a significant amount of his energy as well. And though this second laser hadn’t taken him by surprise like the first, he’d still found himself unable to avoid it—Akira had cut off his exit.


      Now that Carol was supporting him, Akira had changed tactics from attacking the man directly to blocking his movements. No longer constrained to defeat the enemy on his own, he had the freedom to take greater care. So he sprayed C-bullets at his opponent only to keep him off-balance and to prevent him from targeting Carol. The enemy did his best to resist, but under the weight of two mech weapons, his movements were more sluggish than Akira’s. Whenever he swung his sword, the boy easily evaded and closed in, delivering another strong kick to the gigantic gun. At such close range, the man could only counter with his smaller firearm.


      In short, he was far too preoccupied to aim at Carol.


      His force-field armor allowed him to defend against Akira’s attacks. But it couldn’t block Carol’s, even after he bolstered it with energy from his gun’s energy pack. Nor could he hide behind Akira—even when the boy was in Carol’s line of fire, he always dodged with speed and precision at the last moment.


      Tag-teaming in this way, they gradually backed the man into a corner. After taking six lasers, he still hadn’t fallen, thanks to his skill and gear, but he was close to his limit. A seventh shot from Carol would have ended things once and for all, but before she could land one, Akira’s foot once again slammed into the man’s larger gun. As before, Akira only intended to disrupt the weapon’s aim. But its force-field armor was now very low on energy, and the gun proved unable to withstand the impact. It burst into a cloud of shards, and the long arm holding it was torn off and went flying into the air with them.


      Having lost his gun and one arm, the man also lost his chance to win. And the destruction of one of his two mech weapons halved the power of his body’s force-field armor. Without its weight, he was more agile, but not enough to dodge Carol’s laser while Akira was restricting his movements. The more lasers that hit him, the more sluggish his body would become, and defeat was now only a matter of time.


      In desperation, the man decided that if he couldn’t win, he’d at least secure a draw and take Akira out with him. He channeled all of his remaining energy into his gigantic blade, tremendously boosting its power. Charged to the max, it began leaking lethal energy. A mech could withstand such radiation—a cyborg not so much, even if he hadn’t rerouted all the energy from his armor into the blade.


      Once he swung his weapon, his body would be incinerated right then and there. And merely holding on to the energized sword would kill him in five seconds anyway.


      But with Akira breathing down his neck, he had nothing to lose. Who cared what happened to his body, then? Steeling himself, he prepared to swing his massive blade one final time. The surface of the blade shone, brimming with energy, until it became a blade of light.


      He slashed.


      Too late! Carol’s seventh laser blast struck his blade. Charged to full power, the sword held up against her laser. But the shot drained its power and knocked it off course—giving Akira the opening he needed.


      Countless C-bullets shredded the man in moments. With all of his energy routed to his blade, his force-field armor was drastically weakened and failed to protect him. And having lost its user, the blade flew off in a random direction, slicing through a number of unlucky buildings until finally tumbling to a stop somewhere on the ground.


      Akira breathed a deep sigh. He felt that the man had been a formidable adversary—and the fatigue on his face betrayed his emotions.


      But Alpha turned to him with a grin. Well, he went down easy. Thank goodness.


      Easy?! What the hell are you talking about? What part of that was easy? he demanded, unable to hide a frown.


      Her smile didn’t falter. Well, compared to the battle on the transport, it was rather trivial, wouldn’t you say?


      Please don’t make that battle the benchmark here.


      His enemy this time had been strong, true. But Alpha wasn’t wrong—this fight had paled in comparison to his encounter with Erde. He hadn’t needed to take any risky gambles to survive, and he’d even had Carol backing him up.


      Well, since the target I was supposed to be guarding joined the fight to help me out this time, I guess I can’t argue with you.


      Just then, Carol approached. “Hey, Akira! You all right?”


      “Yeah, just peachy. Thanks for your support. It made things pretty simple.”


      She raised an eyebrow. “Simple? Sure didn’t look that way to me.”


      “Well, I’m usually up against a lot worse,” he said with a wry smile.


      Carol laughed. “No wonder you made it to rank 70!” Then she grew serious. “But to think Barbarod actually came after us. What the hell does Viola think she’s doing? Can’t she even negotiate a simple peace treaty properly?”


      Assuming as she did that this encounter had been Viola’s fault, she looked furious. But Akira corrected her.


      “Actually, this wasn’t Barbarod. Just someone else using his body.”


      Carol’s eyes widened. “Oh, really? How did you figure that out?”


      Unable to reveal that Alpha had told him so, he gave another reason that he thought Carol might find more satisfying. “Because last time we fought, he wasn’t anywhere near as challenging. I could have beaten the old Barbarod all over again easy-peasy.”


      “Oh, that makes sense.” Yet she couldn’t help thinking the very same question that Akira had on his mind too.


      Why had this mysterious opponent attacked in the first place, and why had they specifically used Barbarod’s body to do so?


      In the aftermath of Akira and Carol’s battle with the fake Barbarod, several people made their appearance, starting with a man representing the private security firm that had been hired to keep the peace in Akira’s neighborhood. So as not to provoke the two relic hunters, he parked his car some distance away and approached them alone and unarmed, keeping his hands raised as he did so—like a crisis negotiator called in at the last minute. Akira and Carol explained to him what had happened as best they could, but neither of them had the full picture of the situation, and they could only tell him what they knew.


      Next up came three individuals with deep ties to both Akira and the city—Kibayashi, Hikaru, and Inabe. Unlike the first two, Inabe was one of the foremost administrators of the city and thus typically would never have concerned himself with some damage to a mere extramural neighborhood. But then he’d heard Akira was involved and had cleared his schedule.


      Again Akira explained what had happened, then asked Hikaru to mediate with the company he’d leased his home from. She was still his handler at present, so though she grimaced at the vast extent of the destruction all around her, she couldn’t turn him down. Feeling genuinely relieved that she only had one more day managing him, she set right to work.


      Meanwhile, Kibayashi gazed upon the same destruction and looked utterly elated. “You’ve done it again, kid! Really, you never cease to impress!”


      “Hey, that wasn’t me! It was the idiot who attacked us.” But even as Akira tried to protest that he was the victim in this case, not the aggressor, he felt certain that responsibility for all the devastation would be pinned on him. “Dammit! Why couldn’t he have at least waited until tomorrow? Then I could’ve broken in my new gear fighting him.” His face grew grave—his bad luck had struck once again.


      “You don’t think that might be why he chose to attack you today?” Kibayashi suggested offhandedly.


      “Wait, you mean the timing was deliberate?”


      “That’s certainly a possibility. I mean, it makes sense to do your homework when targeting a rank 70 hunter. Actually, hang on—you were still only rank 55 a couple of hours ago, weren’t you? Perhaps I’m just overthinking it, then.”


      Inabe turned to Carol. “I’ll look into this as best I can, but just to cover my bases, any idea who your attacker might have been? You hired Akira to guard you, so you must have at least suspected this would happen, right?”


      “It’s hard to say. I am aware that more than a few people hold grudges against me, though—in fact, Lotto Break came by and surrounded my apartment complex just the other day.”


      “Hmm.” The city executive looked thoughtful.


      What Inabe really wanted to confirm was whether Akira, not Carol, had been the attacker’s true target. As Carol was at a loss as to the enemy’s identity, that possibility was looking more likely. Carol, for her part, had inferred as much, and her answer was meant to let him know that she couldn’t completely rule out such a scenario.


      Something else was bothering her too. She’d hired Akira because she’d expected someone to try to capture her, not to kill her. But this man had clearly intended the latter, and moreover had attacked her out of the blue. Elite hunters were expected to give some sort of warning before turning to violence, like Lotto Break had. What reason would someone so skilled in combat have to ambush her? She found herself at a complete loss.


      But there was someone else she could ask. “Do you know anything about this, Viola?”


      The info broker had also put in an appearance upon hearing of the commotion, accompanied by Xeros and—of all people—the real Barbarod, now in a different body. Upon arriving, she’d asked Akira to show her the recording of his battle, and had seemed quite amused upon confirming that Barbarod’s former body really had been employed in the ambush. But Xeros had looked grim, and Barbarod’s expression had turned sour at being framed for a crime he hadn’t committed.


      Now Viola answered Carol with her usual good humor. “Nope! I did sell Barbarod’s old shell, but to a company, not any one individual. That said, who knows where it went after that? Of course, I intend to investigate this once I get back.”


      “We’ll assist with your investigation too,” Xeros said. “Another hunter team could be trying to pin this attack on us by using Barbarod’s former body.”


      “Hey, Viola,” added Akira, looking thoughtful. “I’d like to hire you to probe this incident thoroughly. I may have killed the front man, but I want to know who’s behind him.”


      “That’s fine and all,” she replied, “but don’t go thinking I’ll carry out your request for free.”


      “How much?” the boy responded immediately.


      “Well, I’ll need to do some digging first. Depending on how dangerous the culprit turns out to be, I might charge more—it’ll require more effort and resources on my end, after all. Don’t forget our perp here had the means and guts to attack a rank 70 hunter. So if you want me to look into this for you, I’ll need payment up front. And how much you offer me might affect my motivation, you know?”


      Akira groaned but understood. Still, his current funds would all be going toward his new gear, and he simply didn’t have any extra money to pay her. Seeing the conflict on the boy’s face, Viola decided to offer him a proposal that sounded beneficial for him on the surface but which would ultimately turn out in her favor. However, before she could open her mouth, Akira had another suggestion.


      “Then how about this? If I’m satisfied with your results, I’ll determine that I made the right decision not to kill you after all. And as for advance payment, next time I suspect you’re up to something, I’ll give you a chance to explain yourself first, rather than just killing you outright. Sound good?”


      Viola heard his threat loud and clear, but her grin merely widened. “Well, that’s one way to squeeze motivation out of me. All right, you’ve got yourself a deal!”


      “Don’t disappoint me.”


      “Of course, but can I ask you just one thing? People are always trying to kill you—we all know that. What interests you about this particular incident so much that you’re turning to me for help? I’m not complaining, mind you, since this promises to be quite the smorgasbord of entertainment for me, but I can’t help feeling curious.”


      Viola knew that ever since Akira had left her alive during the gang war in the slums, she’d been living on borrowed time. She had yet to make good on her promise that Akira wouldn’t regret his decision. Though she had invested herself deeply in the management of Sheryl’s gang and greatly contributed to its economic development, she understood that Akira would kill her without batting an eye if he felt like it—even if doing so proved to be a death sentence for the Sheryl Family. Right now, she simply wasn’t important enough for him to leave alive if he ever suspected her of being a threat again.


      Thus, Akira’s sudden request had caught her off guard, so much so that she’d instantly suspected he must have some deeper, hidden motivation.


      And as she listened attentively, he answered in a low voice, “Is it really so strange that I’d want to know who destroyed my house? And my new bath, which I’d just finished remodeling?”


      She found his words hard to believe, but it was obvious from his tone that he was genuinely furious. So Viola decided that perhaps he really was the sort of person to care passionately about a remodeled bath, and humored him.


      “Oh, right, of course. My apologies—I should have been more considerate of your loss. I’ll investigate this thoroughly like you’ve asked, so please forgive my little slip of the tongue.”


      “Hmph, fine. I’m counting on you.” Akira realized he’d lost his cool and put a lid on his anger with a heavy sigh. Yet before his eyes lay the empty plot where his house had once stood—and now, not even rubble remained. Gazing on this sight, he couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of loss.


      ◆


      Though his home was gone, at least he had Carol’s condo—and bath—to fall back on. Relaxing in her lavish bathroom, he breathed a sigh—a sound with a hint of melancholy, despite the lavish experience he was enjoying. And his reaction to Carol, who was soaking right beside him, was even duller than before, if that were possible. He wouldn’t have responded even if a nude Alpha had appeared in his vision too.


      Seeing the boy’s dejected expression, which was decidedly unbecoming of a rank 70 hunter, Carol gave a small, sympathetic smile. “I guess you were really attached to that house, huh?”


      “Yeah. I mean, I worked my ass off to get it, and I was so happy when I did.”


      “Then I guess I was being awfully inconsiderate before. I... I’m sorry about that.” Though she spoke with a smile, her sincerity was unmistakable.


      Akira was caught off guard. “Why are you sorry? It’s not your fault. It’s all ’cause of that bastard who attacked us. You didn’t do anything wrong—in fact, you were a huge help during our fight.”


      “Thanks, I’m glad you feel that way. Well, until you find a new house, feel free to crash here as long as you need to. Seems like you don’t have any complaints about the quality of my bath, at least.”


      Indeed, Akira had to concede that her facilities were superior to his old ones—so much so that this had been the deciding factor in his decision to stay with her. Her smug grin seemed to say that she knew as much.


      “Yeah, that’s true.” He gave her a confident look, a sign he was taking up her challenge. “Which means I’ve gotta take that into consideration when looking for my next place too.”


      Bathroom rivalry wasn’t all that was on his mind, however. The house he’d nearly lost his life to obtain was gone, it was true. But he was currently much stronger: if he took the same risk now, he’d be able to obtain even better results than before. And come tomorrow, he’d receive a brand-new set of gear. If he put all of his new power to work and proved his strength to Alpha, perhaps she would decide to prepare him at last for that ruin she’d hired him to conquer. Losing his old home was a real shame, but now wasn’t the time to mourn. He had to move on.


      So move on he would. He still had more to accomplish! At the mere thought, renewed determination welled up inside him.


      And sensing the change in his attitude, the two beautiful, naked women before him—one real, one not—smiled.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 220: A Pittance No Longer


      There were several massive service entrances in Kugamayama City’s defensive wall. Large transport vehicles from outside the city, with tires taller than Akira, frequently made their way in and out of these entrances, carrying massive loads of food and other supplies. Naturally, these access points were off-limits to the general public, and the city’s defense force guarded them scrupulously.


      Inside one of these entrances, Akira arrived at a warehouse, accompanied by Carol, where he was to receive his new gear.


      Shizuka approached and greeted him, smiling brightly as usual.


      “Welcome to my store, Akira! I can say that, right?”


      “Why not?” he replied lightly. “I mean, this warehouse is basically a Cartridge Freak branch store, at least for today.”


      “I guess you’re right. Then, welcome, Akira, to Cartridge Freak the Second!”


      Shizuka’s original Cartridge Freak shop was essentially a general store for hunters. It had proven successful enough to stay in business, but not so lucrative that she could open a second outlet. And Akira’s patronage hadn’t initially done a whole lot for her business—one more customer wouldn’t make much difference to her.


      But now all that had changed. “You know, I never thought I’d be selling goods that I can’t stock in my own store and which have to be delivered in secret. It’s netting me an unimaginable profit, sure, but man, I’d hoped to keep my business as aboveboard as I could.”


      Though Akira had agreed to purchase gear from Kiryou, he’d ordered and bought it through Shizuka’s shop. As his new equipment was meant for rank 70 hunters, naturally it was outrageously expensive—and Shizuka stood to make a killing off of it, despite pricing her regular wares so low that most other stores would have gone under.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Akira said cheerfully. “I mean, back when I was just starting out, you helped me a ton. Now I’m just returning the favor.” Recalling the conversation they’d had the last time he’d purchased gear from her, he added, “Plus, you told me before that you don’t make a lot of money when I’m ordering through you, remember? And I promised to make sure that someday it would pay off for you. Well, it took a bit, but here we are.”


      “Come to think of it, we did have that talk, didn’t we? I suppose I ought to pat myself on the back for treating such a braggadocious customer as hospitably as any other client,” she teased.


      They both laughed. Even though Akira was now rank 70 and the price tag of his purchases had soared into the billions, while Shizuka remained a humble general store proprietor, the relationship between them hadn’t changed, just like Akira had hoped it wouldn’t.


      Shizuka gestured theatrically toward his purchase. “And so, Mr. Akira, in that same spirit of hospitality, allow me to introduce you to your brand-new gear! Right this way, please!”




      With that, Shizuka began the tour of his purchases. Akira’s new powered suit was an HC31R model, code name “Roskarden.” Unmodified, its performance was already appropriate for high-rankers, and it could be enhanced even further through powerful weapon add-ons and mods. Its physical capabilities, force-field armor, and price tag were all comparable to the premium mechs available on the market. A Roskarden could also deploy a force-field shield, and its built-in scanner was far and away the most accurate Akira had used thus far.


      His suit came with several accessories, including a protective coat, a backpack, and two blades. The long coat sported a hood, was extremely durable, and could even be moved about like another support arm. It also featured advanced, incredibly effective camouflage—the average person wouldn’t be able to detect him with the naked eye even if he was standing right in front of them, nor would he show up on a typical scanner. The same was true of the backpack.


      As for his new single-edged blades, they were jet-black and curved, and so sharp that even in the hands of a novice, they could sever steel. Each was wrapped in a layer of force-field armor that not only protected the weapon but could also make the blade even sharper. They could neutralize other force fields and even launch deadly slashes of energy, allowing the user to bisect opponents outside the blades’ immediate reach with ease.


      Next, she showed him his new ranged weapons: a set of RL2 multifunction guns. Fully customizable, an RL2’s single muzzle could be configured to fire regular bullets, C-bullets, micromissiles, and even beams like the AF laser cannon’s—not to mention antimatter warheads, though Akira had no way to obtain these at present, of course. Kiryou had provided him with four such guns.


      His bike had been fully repaired and brought to the warehouse as well. But it wasn’t merely as good as new—its onboard energy tank had been replaced with an even higher-capacity version that only relic hunters rank 70 and above were allowed to purchase, and an even more capable liquid metal had been poured into his blade generator. The gun attached to the support arm on his bike had also been fixed up. Furthermore, his extended magazines, energy packs, and other consumables had all been upgraded to their rank 70 versions, and a sample of similarly powerful meds had been included as a bonus.


      At this point, Shizuka took another look at the reference sheet she was holding and gave a wry half smile. Each of the RL2s had cost two billion aurum, and the powered suit, with all its extras, had been over ten billion. The listed prices of the consumables, too, were all incomparably more expensive than what Akira had previously used.


      “All in all,” she announced, “the total for your gear comes to 21.8 billion aurum. That’s quite the extraordinary sum. Will you really be able to afford it?”


      This amount was the retail cost of his purchases, which would be paid directly to her store. Once the money entered her account, she would take her cut, and the rest would immediately be paid to Kiryou. Every step in this process would be handled directly by Inabe, who had negotiated the discount with Kiryou. (Said discount, incidentally, did not apply to Shizuka’s profit.)


      Shizuka had picked up bits and pieces about Inabe’s closed-door deal, and understood that Akira wouldn’t be paying the entire 21.8 billion himself. But a ridiculous sum was still a ridiculous sum, and it had driven her usual smile from her face.


      Stiffly, awkwardly, the boy replied, “Y-Yeah, I’m sure I’ll manage. Somehow.” Even with the “advertising fee” discount Inabe had negotiated, the final price was well beyond what he could afford. If Inabe hadn’t been paying on his behalf, such a purchase would have been out of the question for him. He had every intention of paying Inabe back, of course, but the total cost was so exorbitant that he couldn’t simply utter such a promise with his usual nonchalance.


      Here Inabe, who with an administrator from Kiryou had been listening to their conversation, reassured her. “You don’t need to worry. I have every confidence that the boy will do just fine. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have invested in him.”


      Shizuka bowed politely. By no means did she want to be rude to a city executive. “Having your word for it makes me feel much better, sir. Then keep at it, Akira, and work hard. But not too hard, you hear me? No recklessness, now.”


      Akira nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”




      Carol was watching the two of them from a short distance away. So, too, were Elena and Sara, who’d accompanied Shizuka as her escorts.


      Noting the look on the shop owner’s face, Elena turned to Sara, mildly amused. “She’s rather out of her depth here, isn’t she? I bet she never dreamed she’d be in the same room as a city executive and a Kiryou bigwig at the same time.”


      “Well,” said Sara, “by procuring Akira’s gear for him, she’s gonna make well over a billion aurum in a single day. Yeah, having to deal with the top brass might be hard for her, but when you rake in earnings like that, it’s unavoidable.” She grinned. “Besides, it looks to me like those doing business with her are the ones who need to watch their steps, not the other way around.”


      “Sure seems that way,” Elena agreed.


      And indeed, the scene before them was highly exceptional. Here were a rank 70 hunter, the head of a large faction within the Kugamayama City management, and a VIP from a well-known company all showing deference to a woman who was merely a small business owner from the lower district.


      Originally, they had planned to meet at Shizuka’s shop as before. But with the destruction of Akira’s house the previous day, they had quickly changed the location for security reasons, since important people like Inabe would be present. Technically, therefore, Shizuka didn’t really even need to be here right now—she didn’t have to be the one to physically hand over Akira’s equipment to him. Nevertheless, Inabe and Kiryou had asked her to be present, because they both wanted to show Akira that they weren’t making light of or looking down on her.


      Shizuka had grasped this as well. And for Akira’s sake, she handled the VIPs with aplomb, acting neither conceited (which would have upset the executives) nor passive (which might make Akira upset at them). She walked this tightrope so skillfully that the two VIPs developed quite a favorable impression of her.


      Elena slid her gaze from Shizuka to Akira. “Can you believe he’s rank 70 now, though? We just can’t keep up with this kid!”


      “Yeah,” Sara said with a smile, though it seemed a little sad. “He really is astounding.”


      Elena and Sara were both rank 45 now. After the fight in the Iida Commercial District Ruins, they had been rank 40, and by average hunter standards, climbing five levels so swiftly was nothing to sneeze at. Seeing that such advancement would have been wholly impossible had they not joined Akira’s monster-culling commission, however, it was hard for them to claim that they’d earned their new ranks entirely on their own.


      Even so, not counting the hunters who’d come from farther east, Elena and Sara were among the most skilled hunters in Kugamayama right then. In one sense, they’d reached the top of the ladder of success—they were quite capable as relic hunters and made plenty of money. Most hunters would never reach these heights, and the two women took pride in their achievement. Why risk their lives to rise farther?


      Why go through the trouble needed to join the ranks of those considered the best among the entire East?


      But when they thought about the boy who had forged a path into that elite group without hesitation, seeking ever greater heights, and how that boy looked up to the two of them, they couldn’t help but feel conflicted, in more ways than one.


      Elena gave voice to part of what she was feeling, sounding slightly lonesome. “I suppose we won’t be able to show off in front of him anymore, will we?” With such a wide gap in skill between them and him, it would be hard for the three of them to keep working the same ruins together. Perhaps it was better, she felt, for the women to distance themselves from Akira.


      Sara, however, had reached a somewhat different conclusion. “Then since we’re his role models, I think we ought to keep going too.” Elena looked surprised, but Sara just grinned as she insisted, “I mean, if we keep hanging out with Akira as we are, he might start thinking we’re trying to ride on his coattails and decide we’re just a nuisance, right?” As far as she was concerned, it was up to Akira to decide whether he wanted to continue spending time with them. Perhaps they would end up keeping their distance from him on account of some awkwardness between them, but there was no need to estrange themselves from him before even knowing how he felt. She didn’t want to cut ties with Akira if she could help it.


      Hearing her dear friend’s take on the matter, Elena felt foolish for worrying and smiled brightly. “All right, you’ve convinced me. Let’s do it!”


      “Sounds good,” Sara replied. “That said, we obviously can’t hunt with him in the ruins while we’re still relatively useless. I definitely don’t want to drag him down. So here’s my answer to that question I’ve been putting on hold: we need to go farther and get even stronger. That’s what I really want.”


      Elena’s eyes widened in surprise, then a smirk crossed her lips. “Heard, loud and clear. But if that’s our goal, first we’ll need to do something about that frail, nanomachine-dependent body of yours. And that won’t come cheap.”


      “When has hunter work ever been cheap?”


      “Well, touché!”


      The whole reason Elena and Sara had become hunters in the first place was to afford the nanomachines that served as Sara’s life support and, eventually, to restore her body to a state in which she would no longer need them to stay alive. Such a vast sum of money could not be accrued through normal means.


      Now that they’d risen up in the hunter world and earned the money they needed, however, they’d come to a crossroads: retire as hunters, or press on. Once Sara was completely healed, she’d no longer have an augmented body and hence no longer be able to fight as well as she could at present. That posed no issue if they retired, but if they were going to continue as relic hunters, they’d either need to buy her a powered suit or reaugment her body, both expensive choices. There was a big difference in the amount of money required to live comfortably as a hunter versus one always striving for greater heights.


      Formerly, when Sara had been unable to fight, Elena had left her at home and gone out into the wasteland by herself. But they no longer considered this an option—whether they chose to rest on their laurels or advance farther, they were going to stay together. With that in mind, Elena had posed this dilemma to Sara and let her make the final decision. She wanted Sara to be the one to decide how to spend her life upon receiving her long-awaited healthy body.


      At the time, Sara had put her answer on hold. Since they finally had the money needed to heal her whenever they wanted, Elena had told her there was no need to decide right away. Sara could take her time and answer whenever she was ready.


      In part because of that, Sara hadn’t thought about the matter too carefully until today. But now she’d come to a conclusion. If retiring from hunter work meant cutting ties with Akira—if taking it easy and hunting whenever they felt like it meant they’d lose face as his seniors—then she wanted to keep moving forward.


      The relic hunter profession was often harsh and painful. You could lose something precious to you at any time, but you stood to gain plenty as well. And Elena and Sara had gained Akira’s friendship. Even if the boy was now so far ahead that they’d never be able to catch up, they weren’t going to abandon him.


      A look of understanding passed between the two, and they resolved to continue onward.




      Meanwhile, Carol observed both women with a sidelong glance.


      I just don’t get it. Sure, they’re decent-looking, and they’re pretty capable hunters, but I’m just as good on both fronts—no, better! So why does Akira react to them, but not me?


      She looked back at Akira and Shizuka and noted the expression on the boy’s face. Clearly, he saw Shizuka as a member of the opposite sex as well. What on earth could Elena, Sara, and Shizuka have in common? That, surely, was the key.


      Hmm. Well, they’ve all known him since he was just starting out as a hunter. Could that be all? Just a difference in how long we’ve known each other? Is he just shy around women and takes a while to warm up? In that case, maybe he’ll show more interest once we’re together long enough during this job.


      Her guess seemed plausible, but she couldn’t be certain. At that moment, however, a call on her terminal interrupted her thoughts. It was from Dorus.




      Immediately after receiving his gear, Akira set about trying everything on. He changed into his new powered suit and put the protective coat over it. After equipping himself with his two blades and two of his guns, he stuffed his backpack full of ammo and slung it on his back. Then he swapped out the gun on the support arm with an RL2 as well. He was now ready to head out to the wasteland at a moment’s notice.


      Looking at his reflection, Akira was reminded of something Alpha had told him once before. I guess this means my gear’s also worth more than pocket change now, doesn’t it?


      Once upon a time, when he’d still been bowled over at the fact that his gear cost twelve million aurum, Alpha had pointed out to him that as long as he was still paying in aurum, even ten billion was just a pittance—that there was incredibly powerful gear out there in the East that couldn’t be purchased with ELGC money, only with chrome. According to her, the equipment he’d worn at the time was woefully insufficient by comparison.


      Now, however, Alpha was gazing at Akira in his new gear with a big smile on her face. That’s right. We’re finally making some headway. He was still paying in aurum, but his new accessories were of course functionally comparable to at least some of the products that required chrome. And the price of his new set indicated not just the power his equipment held but the skill of the hunter able to afford it.


      Wow, 21.8 billion, and it’s taken us this long just to “make some headway”? I suppose that means anything less expensive would have been out of the question for the ruin you want me to conquer. You know, if you’d given me that sort of number back when we first met, I probably would’ve fainted on the spot.


      Good thing I kept it a secret, then, wasn’t it?


      For sure!


      After that, Akira tried out his coat’s camouflage. Everything it covered instantly became invisible—except for the portion of his face not covered by his hood, which looked like it was floating in the air. But the coat didn’t just camouflage him from sight. It also made him incredibly hard to detect with ultraviolet and infrared light, and even echolocation.


      “What do you think, Shizuka?” Akira said proudly.


      Shizuka reached out and touched his chest. She could feel it, but she couldn’t see it no matter how hard she concentrated. “Pretty impressive. Just make sure not to abuse it, got it?”


      “Yes, I’ll be careful.”


      Hearing the earnestness in his voice, Shizuka decided to tease him a little. “And you absolutely had better not use it to peep on women, whatever you do.”


      “I wouldn’t do that!” Akira responded with a small, childlike pout as he removed his hood and disengaged the camouflage.


      Shizuka chuckled and consoled him with a head pat. “Just kidding. Sorry, I guess I went a little too far there.”


      She was clearly treating him like a kid, but Akira couldn’t bring himself to thrust her hand away and protest, so he let her do as she pleased.


      Alpha spoke up. Of course you wouldn’t peep on other women. Why would you need to, when you can enjoy looking at my naked body anytime you want?


      Shut it.


      But anyway, I see I was right—the sensation of touch really does make all the difference for you, doesn’t it?


      I said shut it! Akira’s face reddened ever so slightly, but he managed to keep his expression from betraying any further reaction to her.


      Just then, he received a message from Carol. Using that as an excuse to get Shizuka to quit stroking his head, he checked its contents. Apparently Carol needed to step out for a bit on some matter pertaining to her side job, and would contact him again once she was finished. Though Akira was supposed to be her bodyguard and therefore should have been near her at all times, he figured she probably knew what she was doing and would be safe. Besides, if she was going to be working her side job there, he didn’t really want to tag along. So he texted her back saying he understood.


      After that, he placed all of his old gear, along with the automaintenance storage pods his new purchases had come with, into a small, self-driving container. With that, the handoff was complete. All that was left now was to take the container and head home on his bike, so he thought he’d kill time chatting with Shizuka and the others until Carol contacted him again.


      But then Kibayashi popped in, accompanied by Hikaru.


      “Akira, my man! How’s it going? Got your new gear all squared away? Then come with me for a moment—we’ve got some things we need to discuss with you.”


      Akira looked at him suspiciously. “Such as?”


      The man grinned slyly. “For me, what happened yesterday. For her, the leasing of your house.” He spoke vaguely so that those not in the know—like Shizuka—wouldn’t understand what he was referring to.


      “Very well.” That was the only response Akira could give—he didn’t want to make Shizuka worry, after all. If he stuck around, she would undoubtedly start to ask questions and end up prying the whole truth from him, including the fact that he’d been attacked at his home, which had been destroyed along with a significant portion of the lower district, which in turn had necessitated a discussion with his leasing company. And from the grin on Kibayashi’s face, the man was clearly waiting for this to happen. “Sorry, Shizuka, I’ve gotta split. Thanks for everything.”


      “You’re welcome, Akira! See you later,” she said with a bright smile.


      “Sure thing,” he said, returning her smile—a brief farewell, but one from the heart. In the wasteland, one could die at any time, so he wanted to reassure Shizuka that they’d see each other again.


      Then Akira followed Kibayashi and Hikaru out of the warehouse. Shizuka watched him leave. A moment later, Elena and Sara approached to chat with her, but were followed by some corporate salespeople. Shizuka could already guess what they’d come here for. But having made an extremely large profit thanks to Akira, she knew dealing with salespeople like these would be part of her job now. So she greeted them with a smile and set to work.




      As he left the warehouse, Akira glanced back on a whim, only to see Shizuka surrounded by a small crowd of people. “Who are those guys?” he asked Kibayashi.


      “The reps from the companies who lost the war to sell you your new rig,” the man replied. “Now that you’re all geared up, Kiryou no longer gets priority for future sales. So they’re all eager to hound the shop owner who happens to have a rank 70 hunter frequent her business.”


      Akira’s face darkened.


      Kibayashi laughed. “Chill, man. I won’t ask exactly what you’re worried about, but upsetting her—or you, for that matter—wouldn’t be to their advantage, and they all realize that. Whatever they offer her will definitely be to her benefit.”


      He gestured for Akira to keep moving forward, and they pressed on until the warehouse was out of sight. As they walked, Kibayashi continued, “That said, there are a few other reasons they’re swarming her and not you.”


      “Like what?” Akira asked.


      “Well, first off, if they came to you and said, ‘Please buy our products next time,’ they might as well say they expect you to trash these goods and be back in the market for more soon, and that might piss you off. So rather than risk approaching you directly, they’re going after Shizuka, who’s comparatively easier to talk to.”


      By now, they were making their way through corridors within the city walls. “The other reason is that if they hounded you and took up your time here and now, they’d also be taking up the time of the folks we’re about to meet, and that wouldn’t be prudent. So instead, they’ve prioritized forging a good relationship with the owner of the store you frequent and a pair of hunters you’re close enough to team up with.”


      “Oh, we’re going to meet someone?”


      “Yep. Right now, all I’m at liberty to say is that they’re related to yesterday’s incident. If you want the details, you’ll have to ask them in person.”


      “All right.”


      At that, Hikaru spoke up. “Er, Akira, with respect to the lease on your house, right now it looks like you won’t be held financially responsible at least.” Hikaru had been busy arguing with the leasing company. She’d pointed out that Akira’s contract essentially said that he’d be responsible for defending his home against burglars and the like. Nowhere did it say he needed to be careful to avoid damaging nearby residences or other buildings. Furthermore, any damages were covered by his insurance, which was included in his rent. So if the leasing company wanted to pursue damage fees beyond that, they’d need to go after the assailant, not Akira. This incident had taken place in the outer city, after all, where everyone had to worry about keeping themselves safe. And it was the organizations in charge of maintaining public safety in that district who were responsible for preventing large-scale attacks, not a mere house renter like Akira.


      The leasing company representative had had no choice but to back down. This had nothing to do with how sound Hikaru’s reasoning was, however—they simply didn’t want to make an enemy of a rank 70 hunter. But there was one point they’d absolutely refused to concede on, and it fell to Hikaru to break the news to Akira.


      “So, I hate to tell you this, but you’re going to have to find somewhere else to live from now on. The leasing company basically told me they don’t want you staying there anymore.”


      Akira’s house was gone, but the lot it had stood on wouldn’t stay empty forever. The company would eventually build a new residence there. Akira’s rental agreement was still in effect, so he could technically live there again, but the representative had begged and pleaded for him to move somewhere else.


      Hikaru felt quite sorry for them, so she was hoping Akira would be in the mood to compromise.


      The boy understood but frowned. “Well, I get where they’re coming from, but then where am I supposed to live?”


      “There are homes made specifically for high-ranking hunters,” Hikaru told him. “Why not try one of those? That’s where the hunters who came here from other cities to conquer Kuzusuhara are living now.”


      “I wouldn’t mind that, I guess, but I can’t really afford to pay rent of ten million a month or whatever.”


      “You do realize you just spent over twenty billion at once, right?” she retorted.


      “W-Well, that’s different.” He understood, of course, why such a home might well cost so much to rent, and that it would come with much better security that would make such incidents as the previous day’s far less likely. But even though he knew Hikaru was right, his current sense of money made it hard for him to accept living in such a place.


      Then Kibayashi interjected. “Regardless of where you move, it’ll have to be away from your previous place, which was intended for hunters around rank 30, not rank 70 powerhouses like yourself. You’re going to be staying with that Carol chick for a while, right? So you’ve got some time to think about where you want to go next.”


      “Oh, right. I’ll just do that, then.”


      When Hikaru heard that, she gave a small sigh. Now that Akira had his gear, her job as his handler should have been over and done with. But the attack yesterday had changed all that. Inabe had ordered her to stay on the job until the current incident was resolved, or at the very least contained no more pressing matters. Kibayashi was gleefully looking into the attack itself, so the only part Hikaru had to worry about was finding the boy a new house.


      “Akira,” she said, “I’m going to send you some info on a few homes. If you see one you like, let me know right away, okay?”


      “Hm? All right, sure.”


      “I mean it—feel free to contact me whenever you want,” she added, smiling. “Call me in the middle of the night, even. I don’t mind. Seriously. For real.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I heard you,” Akira said with a small smile of his own.


      Kibayashi found watching them immensely amusing.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 221: Dragonriver


      Still wondering who he was supposed to meet, Akira found himself at Stelliana once again. After checking his weapons at the entrance and heading inside, he was led to a table where a man and a woman were sitting. Akira immediately recognized the woman.


      “Let me introduce you, Akira,” Kibayashi began. “This guy’s the leader of the hunter team Dragonriver, and the woman next to him is his second-in-command.”


      “The name’s Tatsukawa,” said the man. “Nice to meet you.”


      “Mercia,” the woman added simply. “It’s a pleasure to meet you again.”


      “Uh, hi. I’m Akira.”


      Akira, Kibayashi, and Hikaru each took a seat at the table. Tatsukawa called a waiter over and ordered “whatever you want to bring us,” which wasn’t the kind of request one would expect in such a high-class establishment. Then Kibayashi got the ball rolling.


      “All right, Tatsukawa, how do you want to do this? Should I explain the gist to him first, and then you can have your say?”


      “Nah, I’ll do all the explaining myself,” said Tatsukawa. “If I leave it to you, you’ll no doubt make the discussion more, um, interesting than it needs to be.”


      “C’mon, I’m not gonna do that. You and I go way back, right?”


      The other man scowled. “That’s exactly why I don’t believe you for a second.”


      “Wow, that’s harsh,” Kibayashi said with a chuckle.


      Seeing the way they related to one another, Akira felt a pang of sympathy for Tatsukawa.


      The hunter breathed a sigh, then turned his gaze to Akira. “First off, we come in peace. We’re not here to quarrel with you. If anything, we and you are both victims here. With that in mind, take a look at this while you listen.” Via short-range transmission, he sent Akira some digital materials, which appeared in the boy’s augmented vision. Among them were images of the weapons the fake Barbarod had used to attack his house. “The weapons you see here originally belonged to our team. They were stolen from us.”


      Akira’s eyes widened in surprise. Seeing this, Tatsukawa and Mercia then proceeded without further ado to explain why Dragonriver hadn’t been responsible for the previous day’s attack.




      Akira had blasted his attacker to pieces, but the latter’s enormous mech weapons and semitruck were still comparatively intact. Kibayashi had recovered them all as part of his investigation, and his analysis had revealed that the weapons belonged to Dragonriver. He’d called up Tatsukawa and informed him of the situation, whereupon Tatsukawa had immediately ordered Mercia to check their warehouse. Sure enough, these weapons, which should have been there, were missing. For that to have happened, someone would have had to falsify the weapons’ user records, which would have been easier for someone on their team. Thus, there was a good chance the culprit had collaborated with a member of Dragonriver in order to stage the attack.


      At that point, Dragonriver had quickly ascertained the locations of all their members. Mercia had reported that no one was unaccounted for, which had been a relief to Tatsukawa. Had someone gone missing, it might well have been the person controlling Barbarod’s body during the attack.


      “And so,” Tatsukawa finished, “we acknowledge that the weapons used to attack you were indeed ours. We don’t know who stole them or how they managed to do it, but it was on our watch, and you suffered because of it. That part’s entirely on us, but I do want you to understand that it wasn’t Dragonriver who went after you. Our gear was stolen, so we’re victims in this just like you are. Anything you want to add?” he said, glancing at Mercia.


      “That about covers it,” she said. “But he might not take anything we’ve said for granted. So for argument’s sake, let’s say we were the culprits. If we really wanted to attack you, I doubt you would have survived. That should serve as sufficient proof, right?”


      In a sense, this was a more convincing argument than anything Akira had heard yet. He’d already witnessed the strength of Mercia and her team for himself on the intercity transport. Granted, he might have a fighting chance against them with his new gear (though he couldn’t say for sure), but he knew he would have been completely helpless with his previous set. “All right, I believe you,” he said.


      Tatsukawa sighed in relief. “I’m glad to hear that. We’re still investigating things on our end, so if we find anything else out, we’ll let you know.”


      The food arrived just then, as they were wrapping up their main topic, so they spent the rest of their time eating and chatting about this and that. At some point during the conversation, Mercia shared her own thoughts on the incident.


      “The more I think about it, the more likely it seems that even though Akira and Carol were the ones attacked, they weren’t the culprit’s true targets. I suspect he might have been after us instead.”


      “How do you figure that?” Akira asked.


      “The weapons he used were stolen from our warehouse, right? And he was using the body of Barbarod, a member of Lotto Break. The way I see it, he may have wanted to pit us high-ranker teams against each other.”


      In the hypothetical scenario she described, Dragonriver would see that the attack had been carried out with Barbarod’s body and think it was Lotto Break’s doing. Lotto Break would find that the weapons belonged to Dragonriver and think that they were behind the attack. The two groups would suspect one another and take each other out.


      Mercia could think of several individuals and organizations who’d stand to gain from eliminating two of the elite teams working to conquer the Kuzusuhara depths, and so she found this possibility rather likely.


      “Furthermore—and don’t take this the wrong way—if I were targeting someone who had a rank 70 hunter as their bodyguard, I wouldn’t go about it so sloppily. It seems more plausible to me that the attack itself was the goal, and that the culprit couldn’t have cared less whether Carol survived.”


      “If that’s true,” mused Akira, “then doesn’t that mean I nearly died just because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time?” My bad luck strikes again, he thought with a sigh.


      Tatsukawa smiled sympathetically. “Sounds like you had it rough. But in that case, why not join our team? We’d be more than happy to welcome you. You’d get a relatively safe room to yourself, and if someone ever comes after you, we’ll all fight together to drive them back.”


      Akira looked caught off guard by Tatsukawa’s offer, but his response was immediate. “No offense, I appreciate that and all, but I don’t have any interest in joining a team. And even if I did, I’ve agreed to keep guarding Carol for the time being, so that’s not something I can decide on my own.”


      “Then how about becoming a temporary member for now, just until the situation cools down? You can even bring your friend with you.”


      Here, Akira hesitated. He’d need Carol’s approval first, of course, but not only would she be safer under these circumstances, he’d have more resources to investigate who was behind the attack. He had just one concern.


      “You’re being awfully generous. What’s the catch?” he replied, narrowing his eyes.


      Tatsukawa grinned knowingly. “I’d secure a rank 70 hunter on my team. That’s good enough for me. Though I will admit that I do see something of myself in you, and so I feel obligated to help you out.”


      Akira looked surprised, so Tatsukawa pointed over to Kibayashi.


      “This guy’s really put you through some shit, right? Well, he did the same thing to me.”


      The boy couldn’t help a glance at Kibayashi, who wore a smirk as though to say, “Who, me?”


      “Hey, now, I’d say your criticism of me is pretty shitty too,” the official remarked. “Remind me again who busted his ass to get you all those high-paying jobs?”


      “And how many times do you think I nearly died on those?” Tatsukawa retorted.


      “I made it worth your while every time, didn’t I?” protested Kibayashi innocently. “If it weren’t for me, you’d still be a dime-a-dozen greenhorn hunter. Without my help, you’d never have become a high-ranker in less than five years. And Akira wouldn’t be where he is now without me either—right, kid?”


      He wasn’t wrong, but Akira found it hard to nod in agreement.


      “You’re just claiming credit after the fact,” Tatsukawa argued. “Listen up, Akira. I’m guessing you’ve probably already realized this by now, but just in case you haven’t, I’ll enlighten you. We survived this joker’s commissions because of our competence as hunters, but in the end, it all came down to luck. For every case like ours, thousands of others have taken his offers, thinking them a fast track to success, and ended up dead.”


      “Come on, now,” Kibayashi rejoined. “They were already risking their lives the moment they signed up to be hunters. And some skilled hunters just pile up money while playing it boring and safe. By giving them work where they’ll need to put their lives on the line, I’m just providing them opportunities they wouldn’t normally be blessed with! You really ought to be thanking me.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Screw you, bastard.”


      Yet despite the apparent danger that one party had put the other through, Akira still detected an amicable, jocular air between the two men.


      “What kind of jobs did he put you on anyway?” the boy asked Tatsukawa, curious.


      “Well, let’s see. Okay, here’s a story for you.”


      And with that, the man began to regale them with tales. None of them sounded too out of the ordinary—just patrolling for monsters in the wasteland or guarding cargo transports during city-led relic hunting expeditions. But all had been far more difficult than what Tatsukawa should have been able to handle at the time. Still, they hadn’t seemed impossible, and the rewards for completing them had been sufficiently enticing. Of course, such was entirely by Kibayashi’s design. He enjoyed putting hunters who were so talented that they could normally avoid risking their lives—or upstarts who believed they were so talented—to the test. And he did this by luring them in with golden opportunities that anyone starved for chances to move up in the world would leap at.


      Most of these unfortunates ended up dead in the wasteland. Yet the lower the probability of survival, the more one stood to gain by succeeding. Tatsukawa was now the leader of a well-known high-ranking hunter team, and that was partly because his odds of surviving Kibayashi’s commissions had been quite low.


      Hearing this, Akira was both shocked and impressed. For better or worse, he found it amazing that anyone lacking Alpha’s help would dare to take such jobs, let alone manage to survive them. Tatsukawa couldn’t blame Akira for the incredulous look on his face.


      “What about you?” he asked the boy. “What’s he had you do?”


      “Whoa, there!” Kibayashi interjected. “I think I’d better take this one instead. Akira can, well, lack a certain awareness on occasion, let’s say. That’s part of what makes him so entertaining, but if you ask a naive guy such a question, you’ll get an equally naive answer. Akira’s craziness, recklessness, and rashness is best explained from an objective third-party perspective. But man, does he always come through for me! My aching sides will never be the same!”


      Tatsukawa glanced at Akira, looking even more intrigued now. But as he listened to the stories Kibayashi had to tell, his expression became more of a grimace.


      First Kibayashi told them how, when the monster horde from Kuzusuhara had appeared during Akira’s patrol mission on the outskirts of the city, only the boy had leaped from his vehicle to help with rescue detail when all the other hunters had chosen to return to the city in retreat. Then, in Kuzusuhara’s underground city, he had defeated a murderous group of relic thieves on his own—criminals with powered armor who’d massacred the other hunters present. After that, during the bounty hunts, he and his vehicle had been devoured by a hypersynthetic snake, yet he’d escaped by blasting his way out of its body. And finally, during the nationalist extermination operation, he’d won against a colossus so large it made a mech look like a toy and so formidable even the city’s defense force couldn’t take it down.


      None of these were things Akira should have been able to accomplish with his rank or gear at the time. By all rights, he never should have survived them at all. The way Tatsukawa saw it, these feats went even beyond crazy, reckless, and rash—they were utterly ludicrous!


      “Now I get it. No wonder Kibayashi’s taken a liking to you!” he said, taken aback and more than a little impressed.


      Akira pouted a bit but had no rebuttal.


      Kibayashi replied, quite elated, “I know, right?! Maybe you can get a few pointers from him, Tatsukawa.” He turned to Akira. “Once upon a time, this guy was a favorite of mine, just like you are now—well, he never reached your heights, of course, but back in the day, he did some pretty reckless stuff and really entertained me, you know? Unfortunately, now he’s merely another high-ranker, playing it safe while the money just rolls in.”


      Tatsukawa snorted. “So what? I didn’t become a hunter to entertain you. Besides, I’ve made it high enough up the ladder that I don’t have to go any farther now, and I don’t need to rely on your ridiculous commissions anymore.”


      Then Mercia cut in. “Listen to you, Tatsukawa, acting like some helpless victim! As I recall, you were champing at the bit to go on those reckless jobs!”


      Tatsukawa fell silent, and Mercia kept going.


      “When you kept taking the bait that he laid out for you, do you know just how much trouble I went through to keep you alive?! How dare you say you survived thanks to luck?! Luck, my ass! You’re alive because I did everything I could to stop you from accepting anything that would have killed you! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten!”


      “Th-That wasn’t always the case—” her leader began sheepishly, averting his eyes. But by doing so, he might as well have admitted that Mercia’s account was indeed true.
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      She turned to Akira. “Don’t listen to him. It was like that every time. In fact, listen to this! When he kept trying to take those jobs even though I begged him not to, I told him I’d die to protect him if I had to. And what do you think this douchebag did? Went on them anyway! And I made good on my promise too—I saved his sorry ass on those jobs more times than I can count!”


      “O-Okay, then...” said Akira, quite taken aback by Mercia’s sudden, ferocious outburst.


      Tatsukawa moved to console her. “All right, all right, calm down. I admit it. I was in the wrong, and I’ve already apologized. That’s why I let you manage the team and decide which jobs we take from now on, and I just sit back and nod my head.”


      Mercia hesitated. “As long as you’ve reflected on your former ways, fine,” she said with a deep sigh. Then, calming down, she turned back to the boy. “Originally, Dragonriver was just the two of us,” she explained. “And this...guy...has a tendency to feel responsible for the well-being of anyone that’s not me. So I filled our team out with a whole bunch of dead weight, just to keep him from getting reckless. And, well, that was the beginning of Dragonriver as it is today.” Mercia gave him a smile and added, now speaking in her capacity as the team’s manager, “Point is, if you join Dragonriver, even temporarily, I guarantee Tatsukawa will keep you and your friend Carol safe. Or rather, I’m gonna make sure he does. Anyway, you should seriously consider joining.”


      “Got it,” Akira said with a nod. “I’ll give it some thought.”


      Seeing that Mercia had regained her cool at last, Tatsukawa breathed a small sigh of relief.


      “Say,” Mercia went on, “I heard you rose all the way from 55 to 70? How’d you manage that? If you used some sort of trick, I’d love to hear about it.”


      “Oh, that? That was Kibayashi’s doing, not me,” Akira said. “You’ll have to ask him.”


      Mercia’s gaze slid over to Kibayashi, who just laughed.


      “I’ve got nothing to tell someone who’s trying to steal Akira for themselves and ruin all my fun,” he declared.


      “You never change, do you?” Mercia said with a smile. “You know, I could just wring whatever info I want out of a mere city official like you.”


      “I also belong to the Hunter Office,” he reminded her, “so I wouldn’t recommend it. Unless you’re gonna show me a good time.”


      “Fine, fine,” she said with a mock sigh. “I am responsible for the team, and unfortunately, I can’t put them in jeopardy for the sake of my personal feelings. Guess I’ll let you off the hook,” she teased, and an amiable grin crossed his face.


      Meanwhile, Hikaru, who was entirely out of her depth in this situation, stayed silent as she ate. Though the high-class Stelliana fare was second to none, she couldn’t taste any of it.


      ◆


      The security around the luxury hotel, seeing as it sat next to the city walls, was extremely high. Not only were the guards heavily armed and ready to respond to a crisis at a moment’s notice, but the hotel also had an agreement that the Kugamayama defense force would come to its aid in the event of an emergency—and thanks to the immense benefits the city had received from their deal with Tsubaki, the defense force was more powerful than ever. So in the event that a hunter—even a high-ranking one—targeted Carol at the hotel, the municipal forces would flatten them before the situation could blow up into an incident like the previous day’s. Thus, she figured she’d be safe here even without Akira at her side.


      Dorus had asked Carol to meet him in his hotel room. When the door opened, she gave him a captivating, somewhat smug grin.


      “I knew you couldn’t keep your hands off me. Just so you know, though, it’ll be 2.5 billion this time. Are you sure you’re all right with that?”


      “Yeah,” Dorus said after a moment’s hesitation, then beckoned Carol inside.


      She felt that something was a little off about his behavior. His attitude and tone seemed more serious than usual, and for a moment, she wondered whether entering his room would actually be safe. But he wasn’t armed or wearing a powered suit. To err on the side of caution, however, she used her scanner to do a quick sweep of the room from the doorway.


      There was no one else inside.


      She was probably just overthinking things. Even if he was up to something, it couldn’t have anything to do with her. Furthermore, she owed Akira quite a bit of money. Though she doubted Dorus would give her the full 2.5 billion in aurum, this time she wanted him to pay a large part of it with money rather than intel. After all, she’d just hired a rank 70 hunter to guard her. She wanted to have plenty in the bank to keep the boy satisfied.


      So she followed him inside, determined to perform her job as diligently as always. And ultimately, her work ended without incident. I knew it. I was just worrying for nothing, she thought as she lay in Dorus’s bed with a smile.


      “All right,” she told him. “Now that we’ve had our fun, time to pay up. Don’t forget—2.5 billion aurum this time.”


      “I know,” he said, a grave look on his face. It seemed as though the excitement from their tryst had vanished the moment they were finished.


      She furrowed her brow ever so slightly.


      “I’m paying in intel again,” he told her. “Got some info for you that’s worth 2.5 billion on its own.”


      She was surprised to hear that, but merely gave him a taunting grin. “You sound awfully confident. Are you sure I’ll feel the same way?”


      “Yeah. After all, it might determine whether you live or die.”


      Carol’s smile disappeared. “Let’s hear it.”


      “You’ve recently hired a hunter named Akira to be your bodyguard, right? I’m sure you had some private reason for doing so, but regardless, I’d cancel his contract right away if I were you.”


      “And why’s that?” she ventured.


      “Because I believe his presence is the reason you were attacked yesterday.”


      As her eyes went wide with shock, Dorus set out to explain how he’d come to his conclusion. And as if to prove that this knowledge was worth the full amount he’d promised, he made sure to leave nothing out.




      He told Carol that the high-rankers’ efforts to conquer the Kuzusuhara depths were proceeding smoothly. In fact, some of the more elite teams had already made it past Zone 2 and plunged farther into the interior, the virtually unknown Zone 3. But conquering the ruin was more involved than simply pushing through to its core—it also included searching for valuable relics and clearing out threats so that the city’s highway could be extended farther. Hence, there was still plenty of work to be done in Zone 2.


      To help their efforts along, the city was providing the high-rankers with ample support. This had sufficiently stoked their motivation, but it had also made the teams less inclined to cooperate with one another. Despite the immense profits the city was generating from its deal with Tsubaki, the assistance it was offering the elite hunters was, of course, extraordinarily expensive. The hunters naturally wondered whether Kugamayama’s budget could really accommodate such help, and given the rumors that Sakashita Heavy Industries had restarted its efforts to conquer the ruin, many of them suspected that Sakashita itself was their true benefactor.


      This suspicion had significant implications for them. If true, then achieving excellent results in Kuzusuhara would lead to better relations with a Big Five corporation. But each hunter team also began to feel that it couldn’t afford to let any others surpass it. So although such groups normally collaborated when operating in the same ruin, this time each was working in isolation.


      The worst effect of this was that hunters stopped sharing intel with each other. A team with prior knowledge of a ruin was always going to have an easier time than one going in blind. Those unprepared wouldn’t even know how the ruin was structured, whether it was wide open or a cramped labyrinth, or which kinds of monsters would show up and in what numbers. The explorers would need to be extremely careful, which would slow their progress. Normally, therefore, a team would buy or exchange intel from others with prior knowledge of or greater experience in a ruin—information would thus circulate among everyone involved, and eventually, all the hunters working there would be on the same page. But now, it was every team for itself. Even Kugamayama City couldn’t force them to work together—after all, one high-ranker was powerful enough to threaten entire cities single-handedly.


      Suddenly, Carol found herself in a unique position. Despite not even being rank 50, she possessed a wealth of aurum, gear, and intel garnered from the many high-rankers she’d seduced—and among her clientele were members of the elite teams who’d made it to Zone 3. Most likely, she had more info on Kuzusuhara than the most skilled band of hunters working there.


      Any team that added her to its ranks, therefore, could find itself with a serious advantage, while those without her would fall behind in the race to conquer the ruin—and thus the competition to win Sakashita’s favor. The less progress a team was making, the greater the difference her presence would make for that team, and her significance would only increase as she amassed more data on the ruin. The word on the street was that Lotto Break had even leaked ten billion aurum’s worth of map data to her. Who knew what other ridiculously valuable information she might possess?


      The more peaceful hunters among the high-rankers were thinking about how to persuade Carol to join their teams. But they were the minority—only the elite could afford to choose peace in a cutthroat competition, after all. Meanwhile, the other, comparatively inferior teams were approaching the problem from a different angle: How could they ensure Carol didn’t fall into the hands of anyone else?


      And for some of the more unscrupulous hunters, the answer was obvious. If they couldn’t secure her services anyway, then it was better that no one did—even though all her knowledge might be lost in the process. Given the previous day’s attack, it appeared that one hunter, at least, had acted on such thoughts.


      Carol listened to Dorus, her face grave. “That all sounds pretty serious, but where does Akira come in?”


      Though Dorus was only speculating now, his grim tone and attitude lent credence to his words. “My guess is that those hunters had been giving you a wide berth. They probably didn’t think you’d actually sell off your data, including the maps I gave you. Up until now, they pegged you as someone who knew her place and understood the consequences of such a risky move. But then you went and hired him.”


      “And they thought I had finally decided to sell my data to someone—that I was trying to use Akira for leverage when negotiating the price, right?”


      “Bingo. And I’m sure some folks are also wondering, ‘What if she’s not planning to sell that data? Then what would she stand to gain from gathering it in the first place?’ Here’s what they’re thinking: Akira’s not the only capable hunter at your beck and call—thanks to your side job, of course. What if you create your own team of high-rankers, beat the rest of us to the inner sanctum of the ruin in one go with the info you’ve gathered, then hire out your whole team to Sakashita for an immense profit?”


      “But if I release Akira from my employ, it’ll prove they were wrong.”


      “Aye. At least, they’ll realize that you no longer have any use for a rank 70 hunter. It won’t matter to them whether you’ve decided not to sell the data after all or have already sold it; either way, killing you will then be meaningless. Besides, you wouldn’t fire a capable hunter like Akira if you actually did plan on forming your own team to conquer the depths. So if you cut Akira loose, they’ll realize you’re harmless.”


      Carol gave a heavy sigh. Everything he was saying made sense. And even if she tried to deny such suspicions, she doubted anyone would believe her. “Is that all the info you’ve got? To cover a 2.5 billion payment?”


      “Yep, that’s it. I’ve also compiled all the intel I used to reach my conclusion, and I’m sending it to you now.”


      A moment later, Carol received a data file from Dorus. She was about to open it and check but thought better of it. She knew Dorus’s personality and, without even looking, already had a feeling everything in it was genuine.


      Seeing that she believed him, Dorus went on, “I’m pretty certain that’s valuable enough to you to cover the cost of tonight. But before you tell me whether you agree, let me make a proposal. I’ll offer you all of it for free, on one condition.”


      “Which is?” she asked, looking wary.


      “Fire Akira and hire me instead for 2.5 billion.”


      Carol looked at him incredulously for a moment, trying to determine whether he was actually serious.


      “Look, Carol. At this rate, you’ll die if you stay in Kugamayama!” he said, ignoring her gaze. “You ought to head to another city, as far west from here as possible. I’ll keep you safe on the way there—and even while you’re getting your bearings in your new home. I know it’s not like me to suggest something like this, and I’m not being entirely selfless either, but I really am worried about you. Honest.”


      Carol didn’t say a word. Her gaze remained astonished, but not doubtful.


      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he said with a serious look, “but you don’t actually have any aspirations to become a high-ranker like us, do you? Sure, you earn money as a courtesan, and you might buy better gear and raise your rank occasionally. But you’re not out to risk death for these things. Am I wrong?”


      She couldn’t deny that every word he said was true.


      “I’m not sure why you’re still working as a hunter,” he continued, “but it might be time to call it quits. If you don’t actually want to put your life on the line in the wasteland, it’s high time, wouldn’t you say? And if you’re worried about your past catching up with you even if you quit, I’ll, uh, do something about that.”


      Carol stared unblinkingly at Dorus, searching his face. How serious was he?


      “Say I agree to your proposal,” she said at last. “Won’t you be throwing away your pride as a hunter?”


      Why did most high-rankers persist in their work, even though they could lose their lives in a ruin at any given moment? It wasn’t about the money, since they earned far more than the average person would see in a lifetime. Most high-rankers chose to keep going because they took pride in the hunter lifestyle—otherwise they would have called it quits once they’d saved up an amount they were satisfied with.


      Carol knew Dorus was one such hunter, a man who took pride in his calling. To leave the city and head west with her would be to abandon his self-respect. To the west, where the monsters were weaker and the relics less valuable, there would be no jobs for high-rankers like him. And Carol could tell from his attitude he wasn’t merely suggesting she evacuate to the west temporarily, until the danger died down—he might as well have said he was prepared to abandon his way of life for her sake. Was he fully aware of what his words implied?


      Dorus just smiled at her sadly. “What can I say? A dangerous woman got her hooks in me. It’s a pretty common reason for hunters to fall from grace, no?”


      Carol didn’t say anything for a while, just staring. Then she stood up from the bed, gathered her clothes, dressed, grabbed her things, and headed for the door. There, she paused a moment and spoke, without even looking in the man’s direction.


      “Not bad. Try that line on some other woman, and you might get pretty far.”


      She vanished into the hallway without another word.


      Lying in bed alone, Dorus heaved a deep sigh. “Guess she turned me down. And I really meant what I said too.” Until then, he’d assumed the only reason she might turn him down was if she doubted him. But perhaps that had just been arrogance on his part. Maybe she really just didn’t want to be around him.


      Not that he’d probably ever find out now.




      After leaving Dorus’s room, Carol let out a long breath, looking gloomy. From years of experience dealing with other clients, she knew full well that Dorus hadn’t been lying to her. In fact, he couldn’t have been more forthright. But turning him down had been her only real option. Just because someone sounded serious about something now didn’t mean they’d always feel that way.


      Carol knew that all too well.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 222: Hunting for a Back Door


      Now that Akira had received his new gear and wrapped up his meeting with Tatsukawa and Mercia, he reconvened with Carol in the Kugama Building’s ground floor lobby, and together they headed back to her apartment. He parked his bike in the complex’s garage and opted to leave his new acquisitions inside the small self-driving canister at her place for now as well.


      Then it was off to the bath! Carol joined him again, of course, but this time he kept his complaints to himself and spent the time making plans with her. As they both soaked their naked bodies in the same tub, they first took turns bringing each other up to speed on what had transpired while they were separated.


      Hearing that his house might have been attacked because he had been with her at the time, Akira groaned. “You gotta be kidding me! That’s the reason I lost my home? Gimme a break...”


      “The information’s not verified, so it’s still only a possibility right now,” she told him. “But if Dragonriver invites both of us to join them, that’ll make it more likely.”


      “Yeah. It’ll mean they wanted you all along, not me.”


      “If you’ll allow me to indulge in some paranoia for a moment, there’s even a chance that the attack’s true purpose wasn’t to incite Lotto Break and Dragonriver to take each other out, like we suspected. The two teams might have actually staged everything to make us think it was the work of a third party.”


      “You mean they were in cahoots all along?”


      “Could be, as that would explain how one team was able to get a hold of the other’s weapons so easily. Or maybe each just happened to have the idea to wipe out the other at the same time.”


      “Why does everything always have to be so complicated?” Akira grimaced, a look that announced, loudly and clearly, that he found the whole situation to be a huge pain.


      “Like I said, this is all just speculation right now,” she reminded him with a grin. “The attack might have had some other cause entirely. Which is exactly why we need to be especially careful going forward. By the way, what’s the plan for tomorrow? Now that you’ve got your new gear, are you gonna head straight to Zone 2 like you mentioned before?”


      Akira was torn. Such had certainly been his intent previously, but after hearing what Carol had to say, he had a feeling that dragging her to Zone 2 would put them both in danger. Were they to be ambushed there by another high-ranker, he’d fight back and probably win. But it didn’t seem like a smart move to go there when he knew he’d probably have to fight. Antagonizing a high-ranking hunter team was not his objective here.


      At present, therefore, he was leaning toward not going after all. But that was a hard call for him to make as well. Now that he had his new gear, he wanted to test himself and see how far into Zone 2 he could venture. Once Alpha deemed his progress sufficient, she would start preparing him to conquer her ruin in earnest. He didn’t want to delay that process if he could help it.


      After agonizing for a while, he asked Alpha, What do you think I should do? As they were only going to Zone 2 so she could assess his growth, he thought she ought to make the final call.


      Whichever you prefer is fine, her voice answered. She was invisible for the time being, keeping herself hidden from his sight as she did whenever Carol was in the bath with him. All that really matters is whether I can test how capable you are with your new gear, and I can do that by analyzing how you fight against monsters and other hunters outside of Zone 2 as well.


      Oh, really? It sounded to him like she would have no objection even if he ended up in combat against an elite team.


      And while we’re at it, I don’t mind you prioritizing Carol’s commission, even if it means putting my request on the back burner for a bit, she added with a smile. Your diligence in handling other people’s requests suits me quite well too, after all.


      Good to know! All right, then, thanks for understanding!


      Of course. We’re friends, aren’t we?


      While conversing telepathically with Alpha, Akira took special care to make sure Carol didn’t notice. So he had to force himself not to grin at Alpha’s words. But they put him in a good mood nonetheless, and when he addressed Carol again, he spoke a little more enthusiastically than usual. “Hey Carol, what if I said we could go with whatever benefits you more?”


      “Huh? Are you sure?”


      “Yeah. I mean, I know you said I could drag you around while I did whatever I wanted, but you are my employer. If you have somewhere you want to go, we’ll head there, and I’ll protect you. My only caveat is that if you’re planning on fleeing to another city or something, I’ll only tag along until our contract expires, and I won’t accept a renewal. I’ll just head back here on my own.”


      Carol pretended to mull this over for a moment, then let her face light up as though an idea had only just come to her. “All right, in that case, how would you feel about heading back to Mihazono?”


      Akira certainly hadn’t expected that. “The Mihazono Town Ruins? Really? Oh, wait, that’s right—you were doing some surveyor work there when we met, trying to map the place out or something. You’re wanting to continue that, I take it?”


      “Well, yes, but while I have you guarding me, there’s something else I’d like to try. And if we succeed, we both stand to make a killing, while simultaneously devaluing my maps of the Kuzusuhara depths. In other words, no one will have any reason to attack us in Zone 2 anymore!”


      Akira couldn’t see how Mihazono might possibly be connected to the other things she’d mentioned, and his face said as much. “Hold up, Carol. Just what on earth are you planning to do there?”


      “Look for a back door into the Kuzusuhara depths, of course.” She grinned smugly, and with that, their destination was set.


      ◆


      After preparing everything they needed to enter the ruins, Akira and Carol headed to Mihazono in a large desert utility RV. The inside of the vehicle was plenty spacious for the two of them, and it came equipped with all the facilities they would need to travel long distances requiring overnight stays. (The bath was also big enough for one person to stretch out and relax.)


      The rear of the vehicle was so large it could house a small car, never mind Akira’s bike. Akira and Carol also packed a great amount of rations and ammo there, as well as equipment for both of them. In short, they could comfortably live out of the RV for a month without having to return to the city. They were even prepared to fend off a monster horde with ease.


      Such extensive preparations had good justifications, of course. For one thing, Akira and Carol never knew when they might face an attack just as fierce, or perhaps even fiercer, than the one that had razed Akira’s house. At that time, they’d been outside the city walls but still inside Kugamayama proper, where the defense force could show up to quell such incidents. This, however, was the wasteland, where their enemies were free to stage however large-scale an assault they wished without worrying about law enforcement. Akira and Carol needed to be ready for anything.


      What’s more, this excursion wasn’t just some day trip. They planned to spend as many days as it took to search the entire ruin. Their goal was to find a hitherto-undiscovered entrance to the depths of the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins. The facilities of the Old World’s distribution network still existed underneath the East—the Yonozuka Station Ruins that Akira had discovered being one of them. And given the types of monsters that had issued from the underground tunnels there, it made sense for Yonozuka to be connected to the Kuzusuhara ruins somehow.


      Nor would it be unusual for a similar tunnel to exist in Mihazono. Once upon a time, civilization had flourished there, and people would have needed some way to transport themselves and vast quantities of cargo between cities. If said tunnel network also led to the Kuzusuhara depths, and if it emerged deeper there than the foremost hunter teams had yet reached, then it would serve as a safer route into the heart of the ruin than the existing path.


      And a map charting that new, safer route would be all the more valuable.


      At the same time, it would devalue the maps Carol already possessed. It wouldn’t make them worthless, of course, but perhaps elite hunter teams wouldn’t feel the need to target her, leaving Akira and Carol to go about their business in peace.


      That was what Akira and Carol were banking on. But all their hopes hinged on the premise that such a back door actually existed, and that they could actually find it. There was a good chance they were just on a wild-goose chase.


      While doing his stretches inside the RV (and testing the flexibility of his new suit at the same time), Akira also chatted with Carol. “So what would you say our odds of actually finding this back entrance actually are?”


      Carol, who’d joined him in stretching and was copying his current posture—“standing” on one hand with his legs straight up—answered, “To be honest, I don’t think we’ll know until we try.”


      “You mean you’re not sure? You never came across any suspicious places while surveying?”


      “I’ve got some ideas in mind, sure, but nothing certain. Besides, the ruin’s constantly being rebuilt. Once we get there, the sites I’m thinking of could be covered in rubble, or brand-new buildings could have been built over top of them. So like I said, we won’t know the odds until we check the ruin for ourselves.”


      “Yeah, that makes sense.” Akira switched his pose, standing tiptoe on one foot, then raising his other leg straight up in the air while keeping both arms folded, lost in thought. He wasn’t using his powered suit’s balancer, nor was he receiving any help from Alpha, yet he maintained a rock-solid posture. Such movements now came as naturally to Akira as breathing.


      Carol maintained the same posture just as firmly as Akira. She did depend on her suit to correct her balance, but she couldn’t have held such a position in the first place if her body hadn’t been just as flexible as Akira’s. And, of course, though they had adopted identical stances, they looked nothing like each other—one a mere youth, the other a curvy, drop-dead woman in a racy, revealing Old World-style powered suit. Just laying eyes on her at that moment would have made anyone understand how she’d been able to empty the wallets of so many men.


      “Also, I’ve been deliberately avoiding checking those places,” she added.


      “Why?”


      “Think. If I had actually found a passage leading to the Kuzusuhara depths, I would have been in serious trouble.”


      Akira’s confusion was evident, given that they were seeking just such a passage, so Carol elaborated for his sake. Any tunnel that connected Mihazono to the depths of Kuzusuhara could house extremely dangerous monsters—on the order of the bounties from Yonozuka. Carol would certainly have stood no chance against such threats alone, and if she inadvertently sparked a repeat of the Yonozuka incident, the city could very well hold her accountable.


      So she hadn’t investigated any of her leads yet. Now, however, she was stronger than before, and she had Akira guarding her as well. They were fully capable of fighting off any Kuzusuhara monsters. And should an incident similar to the one in Yonozuka occur, the many high-ranking hunters in Kugamayama right now would resolve it before it ever got out of hand. Thus, the time to carry out her search had come, Carol explained.


      Akira nodded. “All right. But say we don’t find that entrance. Then what?”


      “We’ll just have to hope the high-rankers make enough progress in the depths while we’re off searching Mihazono. Then maybe they won’t need my map data after all, and its value will decrease regardless.”


      “Oh, good point.”


      “But if even that doesn’t work out in our favor, well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Right now, let’s just stay optimistic and hope that it does.”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” said Akira. “No need to worry about what hasn’t happened yet.” With a sigh, he brought his stretching to a close.


      Carol, who sought to be more supple in bed than in battle, followed suit. “Man, you sure are flexible,” she commented.


      Akira turned to her, looking smug. “I know, right? It took a lot of time and effort, but I’m pretty happy with where I’m at now. Superior flexibility can be really useful in a fight, you know.”


      The way her praise cheered him up made him look even more childish than he was. Instinctively, she reached out to stroke his head—but before she could touch him, his glare stopped her in her tracks.


      “What’s the big idea?” he demanded.


      “Oh, nothing,” she said, drawing back.


      That, too, was unlike how he reacted with other women. He always let Shizuka pat his head without a word of complaint, but apparently that wasn’t simply because he enjoyed having his head patted. Carol grinned at him teasingly to conceal her discomfort at having found a member of the opposite sex who wouldn’t give her the time of day no matter what she did.


      ◆


      Immediately upon arriving in the Mihazono Town Ruins, Akira and Carol began their search. Riding his bike tandem, the two sped through the ruin.


      They’d parked Carol’s RV in the Hunter Office-owned parking garage on the premises. Anyone who laid a hand on the vehicles there would draw the ire of the Office. Even high-rankers would think twice before any such vandalism. So Akira and Carol could be certain the RV was in good hands.


      The first time Akira had been here, Mihazono had been filled with monsters, and large-scale battles had broken out across the area. The damage had been widespread, including numerous collapsed buildings. But all traces thereof had now vanished. Newly rebuilt, immaculate skyscrapers dotted the skyline, with maintenance bots that resembled spheres with lots of arms and legs patrolling the area. There was no sign of the small tanks he’d destroyed so many of during his previous visit.


      “It’s like all that chaos never even happened,” Akira mused as he looked around. “And here I was worried we might have to push through a horde of monsters again.”


      Carol laughed from behind him. “Why should that worry you? That’d be child’s play for you now, right?”


      “Well, you’ve got a point there,” Akira said, pleased. Between his new equipment and his own battle strength, what had nearly killed him the first time around would now be nothing more than a nuisance. Reflecting on this made him realize just how much progress he’d made. “But anything can happen in a ruin, no?” he pointed out. “Supposing there really is a back entrance like we hope, monsters from Kuzusuhara might show up, which in turn could also draw ridiculously powerful security bots to destroy them, right?”


      He spoke offhandedly, but she hesitated ever so slightly before responding. “Well, that’s certainly possible.” Still wearing her cheerful smile, she took a furtive glance around the ruin, then returned her gaze to the boy. “But that’s what I hired you for, isn’t it?” she added, forcing her voice to sound unconcerned.


      “Yep, sure is! Don’t worry, I’ve gotcha covered!” he reassured her cheerfully.


      Carol couldn’t help smiling back. “That’s what I’m banking on.”


      And with that, Akira accelerated, and off they sped toward their destination.


      Behind them, in the same spot where Carol had glanced, nothing had looked out of the ordinary. Akira had been keeping an eye out as well, just to make sure, yet hadn’t noticed anything. But there, camouflaged from sight, waited an enormous multilegged tank, as formidable as any of the monsters Akira had encountered while protecting the intercity transport. Alpha had been aware of it but hadn’t seen the need to point it out to Akira since it wasn’t hostile.


      Carol had also noticed it. She’d seen it quite clearly. And she hadn’t said a word.




      The Mihazono Town Ruins, while not as extensive as Kuzusuhara, were certainly as large as Kugamayama City. Even its business district alone was quite vast. But given how fast Akira’s bike was, it didn’t take long at all for the two of them to get from one end of the ruin to another. None of the monsters they encountered could even slow them down.


      Thus, they arrived at their first destination in hardly any time at all and were greeted by a mountain of rubble. With their scanners, they probed below the ground, but found no sign of any underground entrance there.


      “All right, Akira, let’s head to the next one.”


      “Roger!”


      A new skyscraper had been constructed over their next destination. Driving Akira’s bike through the entrance, they scanned the inside while fending off hostile security bots. The basement extended three floors below ground level, but they found nothing resembling the facility in Yonozuka.


      “Guess this one’s a bust too. Let’s go, Akira.”


      “Sure thing.”


      And so, they continued exploring the ruin, checking each spot Carol had in mind. But none of them proved fruitful.


      “Man, it’s not at any of these places!” the boy complained.


      “Maybe this information’s obsolete?” Carol speculated. “Or maybe my intel was just bogus to begin with. Still, we might as well keep checking them all while we’re here, even if it turns out to be a waste of time in the end.”


      “How long will that take, you think?”


      “Probably three days or so, if we keep going at this pace.”


      “Really? That’s it? But we made preparations to stay here a whole month.”


      “That’s true, we did. So let’s do a thorough search of every nook and cranny in this ruin once we’ve checked all the places on my list, just to make sure we’re not overlooking it.”


      As they rode, Akira turned her gaze to Alpha, who seemed to be floating alongside his bike. Say, Alpha, would you happen to know where this entrance might be?


      I couldn’t tell you even if I did.


      Why not?


      Because then Carol would inevitably ask you how you knew, and you wouldn’t have any excuse. Even if she thinks you just stumbled across it by chance, she’s going to have lots of questions about how you found it before she did.


      Oof, right. Never mind, then. It sounded to him like Alpha knew something, but she was right—he couldn’t have her tell him with Carol around. So he soldiered on without her guidance.


      In the end, after a whole day of searching, they came up empty. Awash in sunset, they returned to Carol’s RV and called it a day.


      The RV’s bathroom was higher-quality than average, but of course its tub wasn’t large enough for both of them to bathe together, and they had to take turns. To be sure, Carol did try to entice Akira in with her—a prospect which would have inevitably entailed snuggling up against her naked body. Most men would have found that hard to resist. But Akira shot her down without a second thought. Carol smiled wryly, not really surprised, then made a somewhat exaggerated display of disappointment and headed to the bath on her own.


      Once she was alone, however, she erased her smile as she eased herself into the tub. As she reflected on the day, her face grew somber.


      Of course, it would have been too unnatural to “discover” it on our first day. But wouldn’t the last day, at the very end of our search, also seem too suspicious? Maybe it’d look more natural to find it late in the day tomorrow, or perhaps even the next day? Hmm, no. If we’re shooting for “natural,” I should really wait until we’ve searched all the spots I have in mind first.


      Even the warmth of the water wasn’t enough to relax Carol’s mind as she carefully worked out her plans.




      The next day, after leaving the RV for another day of exploring Mihazono, Akira and Carol were greeted by an unexpected sight. Women in maid outfits and men in butler uniforms were standing near the parking garage—Akira counted more than ten of them.


      “The hell are they here for?” he asked, looking taken aback.


      “Maybe that’s a team of hunters who wear Old World maid and butler outfits into battle instead of powered suits?” Carol said with an amused grin. “Just kidding! I’m spitballing here, but I bet they’re probably from Lion’s Tail.”


      Akira knew the name. Some time ago, beneath a mansion in the Higaraka Residential District Ruins, he’d learned the locations of the branch stores and terminals of an Old World company called Lion’s Tail, Inc., which had led him to discover a previously untouched ruin. Back then, he hadn’t known anything about the company, but now he was a little more knowledgeable. “Oh, you mean the company that deals in domestic staffing?”


      “Yep, that’s the one,” Carol answered.


      Lion’s Tail was a large corporation with outlets all over the East. Its main business was cultivating talented maids and butlers and lending them to well-paying clients to serve as bodyguards, private secretaries, and the like. Its clientele was mostly limited to the extremely wealthy, and so the company also had deep connections to the upper crust. Because it didn’t issue modern currency like the Big Five, it wasn’t considered one of them—but had there been a “Big Ten,” Lion’s Tail would surely have made the cut.


      “There are all sorts of interesting rumors surrounding that business, you know,” Carol said. “Apparently, an Old World company with the same name existed way back when. Because of that, some people believe the current Lion’s Tail is actually the same as the old one, still operating in secret for the sake of the Old World, and that it’s even run by someone from the Old World too. Me? I think the modern Lion’s Tail just used the Old World company as its namesake.”


      “But why on earth would Lion’s Tail send domestic staff here?”


      “Who cares? Can’t imagine it has anything to do with us.”


      “Well, I guess so...” Akira couldn’t deny that he was a little curious, but Carol was right. It was best not to meddle in things that didn’t concern them. Putting the matter out of his mind, he turned his attention back to searching the ruins with Carol instead.


      As they continued on, the Serantal Building became visible in the distance. Thanks to the agreement Yanagisawa had with the building’s management AI, Kugamayama’s defense force currently had it surrounded. The unit present was heavily armed and reinforced with the mechs that had been used to clear Kuzusuhara Zone 1. An average hunter wouldn’t have been able to even approach. Perhaps as a result, the usual ghost stories about the building, which typically sprang up after hunters drew too close to the grounds or overindulged their curiosity, hadn’t been making the rounds as of late, and the Mihazono Town Ruins were peaceful for the time being.


      The Serantal’s surroundings were also immaculate now. Once a ravaged war zone—thanks to the building’s mechanical guards, which had been ordered to eliminate any intruders, regardless of the damage to other structures nearby—the fresh tranquility in the area had allowed the neighboring buildings to be rebuilt, good as new.


      “The Serantal Building?” Akira mused as he examined the changes. “That’s where a bunch of those robot guards were coming from last time we were here, right?”


      “Yeah. But they’ve been sealed away ever since the city dispatched its forces to suppress them,” Carol told him.


      “And yet they were made in the factory district, weren’t they? How’d they get transported way over here? I can’t imagine they were all carried by air. Maybe there’s some kind of underground tunnel running from beneath that building to the factory district.”


      “Perhaps. But it’s not like we can go and check anyway, with military swarming the place. If there is an entrance to the depths there, that would be a shame, ’cause we’d have to give up.”


      “Yeah, guess so. We’ll just have to hope it’s somewhere else.”


      Akira reflected that there was no guarantee that what they were searching for even existed in the first place, and hence there was no point in worrying too much about whether it was here. So off they rode to their next destination.




      Akira and Carol continued searching the ruin for some time. With their advanced scanners, they were able to comb vast swaths quite quickly, and thus could tell whether a spot was a dud almost immediately after getting there. One by one, they eliminated each potential candidate. Finally, they found something that looked promising—a staircase descending about ten meters underground.


      “Wow!” Akira exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. “Now this is more like it, wouldn’t you agree?”


      “Y-Yeah,” she replied hesitantly. “This might be it at last! Let’s head in and check it out!”


      “Roger that!” Newly motivated, Akira drove forward. Though the staircase surface was entirely unsuited to bike tires, it posed no difficulty for a vehicle that could even ride through the air. His bike glided down the stairs as smoothly as if it were descending a hill.


      But while Akira was all smiles, behind him Carol was thinking something quite different. Well, no matter. This’ll probably lead to somewhere completely unrelated—or maybe somewhere similar, but not exactly the same place. Either way, going off schedule for a bit shouldn’t present any problems.


      Carol had planned for the two of them to “discover” the back entrance into the Kuzusuhara depths the next day. But now, as they came to the bottom of the stairs, they found something even more promising—the yawning opening of an underground passage.


      The tunnel was a cylinder around thirty meters in diameter. There was no distinction between the walls, ceiling, and floor—it was all concrete, constructed for floating vehicles to pass through. Even underground, it was well lit, though Akira couldn’t spot any light source. He saw concrete bulkheads, employed to seal the tunnel, but at present they were wide open.


      He peered off into the distance. “Well, this doesn’t look like the tunnel in Yonozuka, but it seems like a cool find too! Now to see whether it connects to the Kuzusuhara depths.”


      Carol chuckled. “Or maybe it’ll lead to some ruin we don’t know about, which would be a pretty significant discovery in itself.”


      “Oh, hell yeah! Well, what are we waiting for?! Let’s go!” Wherever they ended up, whether in Kuzusuhara or at some unknown ruin, whatever they found would be incredible. Eagerly, he floored the gas and shot off into the tunnel.


      The path didn’t curve even once, and there were no obstacles or monsters inside. Without any fear of collisions, Akira hurtled down the tunnel at max speed. And thanks to the bike’s force-field armor, the air pressure posed no problem. At such speeds, the slightest mishandling could lead to a serious accident, but the bike’s auto-balancer kept it from toppling over. Gliding swiftly along the concrete surface, in less than ten minutes they’d left Mihazono far behind.


      Akira, someone’s up ahead, Alpha suddenly pointed out.


      Startled, Akira instinctively magnified the road ahead in his vision. At the same moment, his scanner picked up a presence and automatically zoomed in on a figure standing in the middle of the tunnel, facing the depths ahead.


      Akira slowed the bike as he approached, even as the other person noticed him and turned around in evident surprise.


      The bike came to a halt.


      “Akira!” the individual hailed him. “Been a while, hasn’t it? Sure didn’t expect to see you here.”


      “That’s my line, Togami,” Akira retorted, astonished to have run into the same young Druncam hunter who had worked alongside him and Carol during the Mihazono crisis. “What the hell are you doing in a place like this, all by yourself?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 223: The Underground Tunnel


      The three hunters stared at one another, surprised to have encountered each other in an apparently unknown underground tunnel. Akira’s question as to what Togami might be doing in such a place hung in the air.


      After a moment of thought, the Druncam hunter replied, “Hunting relics, of course.”


      “Really?” said Akira. “But we’ve gotta be pretty far away from Mihazono now, right? Oh, don’t tell me—I bet you thought this tunnel might lead to some untouched ruins, like us, right?”


      “Well, something like that,” Togami answered evasively. He glanced at Carol and appeared to be considering his words once more. “More accurately, I’m in the middle of a commission to help map out the ruin,” he elaborated. “That includes tunnels like this that might connect to other ruins, so I wanted to see what was on the other end. Same for you guys, I take it?”


      Before Akira could answer, Carol jumped in. “Yep, you got it!”


      Togami looked satisfied. “That’s kinda what I figured.”


      As Carol was Akira’s employer for the nonce, he knew that if she’d found it necessary to answer on his behalf for any reason, he needed to keep quiet and let her do the talking. She gave him a quick smile of gratitude for his discretion.


      “But if you’re just here on surveyor duty,” she continued, “why are you just standing still in the middle of the tunnel? Taking a breather? Or having bike trouble, perhaps?”


      “Nah, I was just considering for a moment whether I should go any farther.”


      While Togami hadn’t come here on foot, his bike wasn’t a large desert utility one like Akira’s. He had a much smaller foldable model, with a thin frame and thin tires that allowed it to collapse down to about the size of a backpack. Even so, the frame was protected with force-field armor and was thus remarkably sturdy. The bike was also decently fast, though of course it paled in comparison to a desert utility bike in combat. In relatively safe conditions, then, it could be quite useful.


      And for whatever reason, there were no monsters anywhere in this tunnel. Togami had initially guessed that there must be a cave-in somewhere that kept such creatures from finding their way in, and he figured he could just locate it, record it on his map, call it a day, and turn back. But he’d been following the tunnel for some time now and still hadn’t reached this supposed cave-in. Would proceeding any farther into uncharted territory be too dangerous, or should he keep going since he’d already made it this far?


      Now his eyes fell on Akira’s bike. “Say, how’d you two make it down to this tunnel?” he asked. “I took the stairs. Was there a road from the surface that I somehow missed?”


      “Nah, we just rode my bike down the steps,” said Akira. A thought crossed his mind. “Though I guess we could’ve just walked down too, in hindsight.”


      “Then it must be safe to assume that whoever tipped you off about this place hinted you’d need such a huge bike, right?” Togami probed, though he still spoke conversationally.


      “All right, guys, let’s lay off each other, shall we?” Carol cut in with a smile. “We all have our secrets, and let’s keep it that way. No one feels like silencing anybody to keep info from leaking today, right?”


      “Point taken,” Togami said, keeping his tone casual. “It’s all good.”


      Carol had spoken lightheartedly, but he could read between the lines: she would kill him before she fed him any intel on what they were up to. And that meant whatever she thought lay beyond that point was so valuable that she was willing to go to such lengths to conceal it.


      “All right, Akira, shall we head on in?” Carol asked.


      “Hm? Oh, yeah, sure. See you round, Togami!”


      The two were about to head off when Togami stopped them. “Oh, hold up a sec.”


      “Why?” Akira asked.


      “My client’s saying we should go together. What do you think of that idea?”


      Surprised, Akira and Carol exchanged glances. Togami put his terminal on speaker mode, and the words of his employer came through loud and clear.


      “You two are investigating the tunnel as well, I take it?” the male voice said. “Sounds like you’re already acquainted with Togami, so mind if he tags along?”


      “And who would you be?” Carol asked.


      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you yourself just suggest that probing for information would be ill-advised here?” the voice replied cheerfully.


      “You got me there,” Carol said, adopting an ill-natured negotiator’s smile. “All right, fine. What should we call you, then?”


      “Right, I guess you do need to call me something, don’t you? Then ‘Shirou’ will do.”


      A brief frown creased Akira’s face—he’d heard that name before. But here it sounded like an alias rather than an actual name, so he dismissed the similarity as a coincidence.


      “Very well, Shirou,” said Carol. “Then let’s talk business and hash out how we’ll split the proceeds, shall we?”


      From there, Carol and Shirou began negotiating the terms of their contract. Akira and Togami would have preferred to have a say in the discussion, of course, but as they were both only hires, they kept quiet and let their clients handle things, merely looking on as the agreement took shape. Finally, the employers came to a consensus they were both satisfied with.


      “All right, you’ve got a deal,” Carol said. “Togami, don’t take this the wrong way, but as Akira and I have more combat strength at our disposal, you’re just going to tag along. More specifically, we’re going to guard you and make sure you don’t come to any harm. That’s fine with you, right?”


      Though everything had been decided for him entirely without his input, Togami nodded. “No problem. I’m not so full of myself as to believe I can fight as well as Akira, and just a glance tells me your gear’s way better than mine. So, yeah, I know where I stand.”


      “Thank you, I do appreciate your understanding,” she said, genuinely sympathetic. “But in any case, welcome to the team!”


      And thus, with the addition of an unexpected companion, Akira and Carol continued their exploration deeper into the tunnel.


      ◆


      Following the underground passage, the trio made good progress beneath the wasteland. Akira and Carol rode on the former’s bike, while Togami followed behind on his own. Akira rode relatively slower than before—he didn’t want to leave Togami behind, especially since they were supposed to be guarding him now and needed to stay near him in case of an emergency.


      “Hey Carol, why’d you agree to let him come with us? Not that I mind, just curious.” He didn’t object to her decision, but he wanted to understand her thought process behind choosing to add someone much weaker to the team.


      “It’ll be more convenient this way,” she answered matter-of-factly. “Remember, we’re looking for a hidden entrance into the Kuzusuhara depths in order to devalue my info on the depths themselves. But a few hunter teams are bound to suffer because of that. For instance, say some weaker teams use the new entrance to forge way ahead in the depths. That’ll put pressure on the elite teams, won’t it?”


      “Yeah, and?”


      “That means if we do find the back entrance and spread word of its existence, we can’t let it get out that we’re responsible. But what if we weren’t the ones responsible? Then we wouldn’t need to worry about anyone coming after us, right?”


      A look of enlightenment crossed Akira’s face. “Oh, now I see,” Akira said. “You’re going to let the guy who hired Togami spread the word instead of us.”


      “Got it in one,” she said with a grin, pleased that he’d drawn his own incorrect conclusion and thus left her with no need to lie to him. “My guess is that this surveyor calling himself Shirou is already well aware of the risks that come with possessing such intel—which is probably why he hired Togami to investigate, rather than coming here on his own.”


      “Whoa, seriously? You, uh, think we should let Togami know what he’s gotten himself into?”


      “Bad idea. For one thing, Shirou is probably paying him handsomely to offset the risk, and either way, we shouldn’t interfere in another hunter’s commission. It would have been fine to say something before he accepted his commission, but now that he’s already on the job, there’s nothing we can do for him.”


      “Yeah, I guess so. All right, then.” Akira understood that a contract was a contract, whatever the terms. Now that Togami had signed off on it, any conflicts or disputes had to be settled solely between him and his client, even if this culminated in a bloodbath.


      Akira tried imagining himself in the same situation as Togami and realized that he, too, most likely wouldn’t have picked up on the unspoken dangers of that commission. Alpha would have surely alerted him to any threats to his life that she perceived, but he couldn’t let himself rely on her all the time. Besides, Kibayashi had told him that he needed to learn the fundamentals of negotiation, lest he get swallowed up by unscrupulous businessmen. So Akira wanted to be able to pick up on such hidden disadvantages without anyone else’s help.


      Though he’d kept this goal in mind, there were already a number of things here he’d failed to notice. For one, Carol had said Shirou was a surveyor, but when had she heard that? She’d also claimed this Shirou was aware of the risks that came with acquiring info on the depths, but that would mean he was also looking for a secret entrance to the depths. This, too, was the first Akira had heard about Shirou having such a goal. In reality, Carol had been shooting in the dark on both these points, but Akira had assumed they were fact—largely because Carol had chosen her words and tone to make him think she knew for sure.


      And then there was his biggest oversight: Carol’s main goal in bringing Togami along was not, as she’d claimed, to let Shirou spread information on the back entrance to the depths instead of her and Akira. Alpha had noticed her lie right away but hadn’t felt the need to point it out to Akira. He was poor at feigning ignorance, after all, and Carol might not appreciate her lie being found out. Alpha was not above stirring up a little chaos for the sake of testing his commitment to completing a client’s commission, but by now she was already satisfied on that point. So she saw no purpose in telling him something that his face would immediately give away.




      Trailing behind Akira and Carol on his own bike, Togami grumbled to Shirou via wireless. “Been keeping tabs on me all this time, I take it?”


      “Not the entire time, at least,” Shirou responded cheerfully. “Just enough so that if something happened to you, I’d know about it right away.”


      “And yet you heard my entire conversation with these folks.”


      “Well, yeah, but I already stipulated in our agreement that I wanted a record of all the data you came across while working for me, right? That’s why I gave you a hefty payment in advance. You’re not gonna complain about that now, are you?”


      Togami groaned. “I thought you were just talking topographical and map data, not every little move I make.”


      “Oh, did you?” said Shirou, sounding as chipper as ever. “Well, maybe that’s on me for not being more specific. But you also should have confirmed what I meant. Anyway, not much we can do about it now that our work is already underway, huh?”


      With a sigh, Togami had no choice but to agree. Then he added, “By the way, why’d you drag Akira and Carol into this? Didn’t you also stipulate in our agreement that I’d operate on my own here?” He felt disgruntled that the same client who had written this condition into their contract had now violated it.


      “That’s true,” said Shirou. “But when an opportunity to hire a rank 70 hunter comes along, how can I possibly resist?”


      Togami couldn’t believe his ears. “D-Did you say 70?”


      “Hey, you mean you didn’t know? Aren’t you two buddy-buddy?”


      “W-Well, I knew he’d reached at least rank 50, and that Carol’s lower in rank than him.”


      “Your information’s dated, man!” Shirou pulled up Akira’s profile page in Togami’s augmented vision, proving he was telling the truth.


      The Druncam hunter was stunned. “No way! How the hell’d he manage that in such a short time?!”


      “It’s all thanks to his intercity transport commission, apparently. The details aren’t listed, though.”


      “An intercity transport job? Really?” Whatever the particulars of Akira’s sudden jump in rank, there was no disputing the number on the page, and Togami did believe his peer was strong enough to produce such results.


      “No wonder Katsuya died to him,” Togami couldn’t help muttering privately.


      “Hm? What was that?” Shirou asked.


      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”


      “Okay, if you say so. Anyway, I originally wanted you working solo because the fewer people on the job, the less chance of data leaking, obviously. But with such an outstanding hunter on our team, we can brave a little more risk, wouldn’t you agree? So I shot my shot and invited him, and it worked out. That’s all.”


      “All right, I guess that makes sense. But if there’s anything else you’ve neglected to tell me, I want to hear about it now, including any abrupt changes in plans. I know the contract doesn’t say so, but I want to know them all, no matter how trivial. If you wait until after the fact to mention them, I’ll be pissed.”


      “All right, fine. Then connect me to the other two as well—there’s something I want all of you to hear.”


      “So there was more!” Togami scowled, but looped Akira and Carol into the conversation nonetheless.




      Despite their new collaboration, the two teams remained distinct, and so did their private communications. Togami and Shirou couldn’t hear Akira and Carol’s conversations, and vice versa.


      But as they made their way through the underground tunnel, Togami following behind the other team, Shirou now opened a group call to everyone via wireless. “So, folks! Long story short, I’m looking for a rear entrance into the Kuzusuhara depths!” he announced.


      This news was within Akira’s and Carol’s expectations, but Shirou hadn’t told Togami anything about what his aim was, and the hunter was clearly shocked.


      “Huh?! You never told me that!” he exclaimed.


      “C’mon, is it really that surprising?” Shirou remarked offhandedly. “I told you I wanted you to investigate the underground passageways between ruins, didn’t I? And if this tunnel was some important aorta of distribution back in the Old World, it wouldn’t be too strange for it to connect to the largest ruin in this area, no?”


      “Sure, but I mean—” Togami was about to protest that Shirou could have revealed this to him before the former had agreed to their contract, but Carol interrupted him.


      “Hate to cut you off, Togami, but can you save arguing with your client for later?”


      “Ugh... Fine.” Indeed, Togami knew he shouldn’t be complicating things by bringing up his team’s private issues during a briefing that included others, so he let the matter drop.


      “Now then,” Carol continued, “I’m guessing you two are also looking for a way into Zone 2, or even beyond. Let me guess—you want to make a killing off selling that data to some other team that’s trying to conquer the ruin, right? Perhaps you’re a surveyor who’s already struck a deal to hand over whatever info on shortcuts or hidden routes to the ruin’s depths that you come across?”


      Carol declared this in a triumphant tone, as though confident she’d seen right through Shirou. But in fact, she didn’t especially care whether she was correct. She just wanted to see how Shirou responded. If he confirmed her guess, she would find it easier to foist the blame for spreading the news onto him, but as that wasn’t her true objective, she wasn’t too concerned about it either way.


      “Nah, I’m looking for a back entrance into Zone 1,” he replied.


      “Zone 1?” Carol looked puzzled. “What’s the point in that? Can’t you already reach Zone 1 in a heartbeat using the city’s highway?”


      “What about places in Zone 1 that the city’s designated as off-limits?” Shirou answered slyly.


      With that, Carol immediately understood Shirou’s aim. But now she was stunned—the young man could only mean finding a secret way into Tsubaki’s territory and selling information on it, which would be considered a blatant act of hostility against Kugamayama City.


      Shirou continued, clearly unfazed by any such consequences. “There are a lot of people who want to negotiate with the managing AI there, right? And Kugamayama has clearly succeeded in doing so, which means it’s not impossible. A lot of folks are probably thinking that if they can just meet with her directly and have an offer prepared beforehand, they might stand a chance of locking in a deal with her. But the city’s defense force has the area sealed off right now. And so such customers will surely pay big bucks for this kind of intel.”


      “I know, right?” Carol agreed. “But you already know how dangerous this is, don’t you? At worst, you might make an enemy of Kugamayama and Sakashita Heavy Industries.”


      Akira couldn’t follow their conversation at all. But he didn’t want to look foolish by interrupting her for an explanation, so he turned to Alpha instead. Say, Alpha, why would selling info on a secret entrance into Tsubaki’s territory antagonize Sakashita?


      Imagine what would happen if someone met Tsubaki using such an entrance and upset her, Alpha replied. She might decide her agreement with Kugamayama isn’t worth upholding if they can’t even keep such idiots out of her territory. Then the currency that Sakashita issues, aurum, would lose the immense value it now holds as the only corporate currency to be accepted by an Old World entity. At least, that’s my guess.


      Yikes... Then should we stop this from happening before it’s too late?


      Probably not a good idea. Whoever negotiates with Tsubaki—and whatever happens to them as a result—has nothing to do with us. Best not to get involved in external affairs.


      All right, if you say so. Once again, Akira figured that if such was Alpha’s decision, it was probably the correct one. So he let the matter go.


      Their entire telepathic conversation took place in the span of a single instant, so it was only a moment later that Shirou responded to Carol’s question.


      “Of course it’s dangerous,” he said. “That’s why I’m gonna sell the data for as much as I can.”


      Clearly, Shirou didn’t care about making an enemy of either Sakashita or the city. Carol’s face became grim.


      “Hey, now... You can’t be serious.” It was evident from her tone alone that she was on the verge of breaking off their partnership.


      “Nah, I think you’ve got the wrong idea,” Shirou said with a laugh. “Even I don’t want to have Sakashita after me. But if I implied I knew of a way into Tsubaki’s territory during, say, a negotiation table with their bigwigs, they’d want to keep the existence of such an entrance under wraps and would slip me a lot for my intel. That’s all.”


      “Well, if that’s really all you meant, I suppose that’s fine. But in the future, don’t say things that might sound misleading, capisce?”


      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be more careful from now on.”


      Whether Carol had really misunderstood him or her reaction had made Shirou quickly backtrack, she’d now made her stance on the matter clear. Satisfied for the moment, she didn’t pry into Shirou’s motives any further.


      “Well, since that’s all cleared up, how about we press on?” Shirou suggested breezily. “We won’t even know whether this tunnel leads to Kuzusuhara until we reach the end, after all.”


      “Fair enough,” Carol said. “Let’s hit the road, then.”


      As soon as Akira and Carol disconnected from the call, Togami picked up right where he’d left off when Carol had told him to save his argument with Shirou for later. “All right, Shirou, what the hell was that all about? You planning to have me infiltrate a restricted area?”


      “Did I ever say that? Of course I’m not gonna do that.”


      “Huh? But didn’t you just say your goal is to find a back entrance into territory that’s off-limits?”


      Togami was growing increasingly incensed at Shirou’s attitude, but Shirou didn’t seem to care in the least. “Well, yeah, but I can’t force you to trespass, duh. Even underground, you can more or less see your location on an overhead map, so if I sent you into a forbidden area, you’d realize it once you got too close and nope out anyway, wouldn’t you?”


      “W-Well, probably...”


      “Right? Just ’cause I’m paying you well doesn’t mean I expect you to rush headlong into restricted territory at the cost of your life. It’s your life, and even I know part of a hunter’s job is knowing when to hold ’em and when to fold ’em. Turning back is your call, not mine. I won’t force you to do anything—I couldn’t even if I wanted to. But that said, if you’re up for the challenge, I’d rather you push on into a restricted area than call it quits.”


      Togami knew he was losing this argument, that Shirou was leading him around by the nose. But try as he might, no good rebuttal came to mind.


      “In fact,” Shirou went on, “if you’re going to turn tail, you ought to just do so now, seeing as you’ve already expressed your reluctance to enter the Kuzusuhara depths. I was planning to have you turn back at this hypothetical entrance, then send in some high-ranker to follow up with the intel you turned over to me—but thanks to your connections, now I’ve got a rank 70 hunter I can use to gather that intel and explore the depths. So yeah, I don’t actually have a reason to keep you around anymore.”


      Togami gritted his teeth. His client was essentially telling him he’d outlived his usefulness. And since Togami had been the one to complain about heading into the depths, he had no one to blame but himself.


      As a hunter, Togami did of course have his pride. But now he was struggling to maintain even that. In the face of Akira’s new rank, there was no getting around the fact that if Togami kept tagging along, he’d just be dead weight, no matter how much he might protest that he was able to keep up with them or hold his own in the face of danger. That was far too pathetic for him to stomach. But he couldn’t bring himself to turn on his heel and flee now, and he agonized over what to do, his face grave.


      Meanwhile, Carol spoke to Akira over their private line. “Look, Akira, what do you think about Togami? If he’s just going to be a burden, shouldn’t we ask him to head back now rather than later? I know it’ll be a blow to his pride, but—”


      “Nah, he can come with. At least, if he wants to come, I won’t stop him. I won’t hinder him from fleeing either, though, if things get too hot for him to handle.”


      Akira was entertaining the possibility that he could effortlessly protect Carol and Togami while simultaneously fighting off the monsters in Zone 2. Surely, doing so would be enough to convince Alpha that he was ready for her job. And he also wanted to see just how much his new gear was a game changer for him. So even if Togami’s presence was a net loss in terms of combat power, Akira didn’t object to him coming along.


      Carol took Akira’s words to mean he was feeling awfully confident. “All right, then.” She grinned. “Then we’ll let him make the call.” Carol hailed Togami over the comms. “Hey, Togami! Just so you know, if you let Akira guard you, he’ll demand a bodyguard fee. And he’s rank 70 now, so don’t think his services come cheap. Might even cost everything you earn on this trip. So don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


      Togami scowled for a moment, but then realized what Carol was really trying to say. “You don’t need to beat around the bush. You’re basically telling me the worse I perform, the less I’ll get paid—I might even end up working for free. Is that it?”


      “Bingo!”


      At that moment, Shirou’s voice came over the comms. “Wow, way to motivate him for sure!”


      Togami grinned. “All right, you guys! I’m definitely coming along, and I’ll work hard to make sure I don’t drag you both down!”


      Though it was true that any poor performance on his part would simply put more money in Akira’s and Carol’s coffers, the converse was equally true—the better he performed, the less Akira and Carol would be paid, and the more Shirou would have to dole out to Togami.


      Togami found this quite a satisfying opportunity to get back at his client.


      All fired up, and with his pride on the line, Togami followed Akira and Carol deeper into the unknown.




      Their progress through the tunnel remained unhindered. They came across several branching paths along the way, and each time, they chose the path that seemed to be leading them closest to the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins. Checking their current location against an overhead map of the area revealed that they were quite some distance from Kugamayama City and its forward base, yet nearing Kuzusuhara’s outskirts.


      Akira stared ahead. There was still plenty of tunnel left to go, it seemed. Hey Alpha, do you think this’ll reach at least to Zone 1 of the depths?


      If you’re asking whether it’s possible, yes. But if you’re asking whether it actually will, I’d recommend not pressing the issue right now. You wouldn’t be able to explain how you’d learned the answer.


      Yeah, good point, never mind. But if something bad is about to happen, can you still alert me beforehand? If they grill me on that, I can just say I had a bad feeling.


      Sure thing. Just don’t forget you’re here to show me how much you can accomplish on your own. Alpha smiled.


      Got it. With his face hidden from Carol’s line of sight, he grinned back at Alpha.


      Proceeding on into the tunnel, they did indeed reach the border of Zone 1. There they were met with a dead end. The tunnel itself continued on, but a thick bulkhead prevented them from going any farther.


      Akira pulled his bike up short and called for a group discussion. “All right, everyone, what should we do now? Try and pry the bulkhead open? I’m not even sure if that’s possible, and if this is the reason we haven’t encountered any monsters until now, it might be a bad idea to open it anyway.” Just imagining the worst-case scenario—a flood of monsters from Zone 1 pouring into the tunnel all at once—was enough to give Akira pause.


      “Yeah, good question,” Carol said with a fleeting glance at Togami. “What should we do?” She’d considered the same possibility as Akira, yet had come to the opposite conclusion—she wanted to open it by any possible means. The data they’d gathered on the underground tunnel thus far was already extremely valuable, but it wouldn’t devalue her information on the depths unless it included an entrance to Zone 2. And though she didn’t want to involve the city, she could as a last resort tip them off anonymously about the tunnel so that they could seal it off and prevent too many monsters from escaping into the wasteland. She had a greater goal, after all, and sometimes minor sacrifices were necessary to achieve more significant ends. So had she and Akira been alone, she would have convinced him to open the bulkhead for her somehow.


      But Togami was here now, and his client was monitoring their situation remotely. If a horde of monsters from the Kuzusuhara depths escaped out into the wasteland and the city went hunting for the culprit, Shirou might very well contact the city and sell out her and Akira.


      Togami, meanwhile, was even more concerned about a possible flood of monsters than Akira was. To his mind, opening the bulkhead wasn’t even up for discussion.


      As he pondered, Shirou contacted him with a suggestion.


      “Why don’t we look around here for a bit first?” Togami said, relaying the idea to gauge their response. “Maybe there’s some kind of alternate maintenance route we can take so we don’t have to open that bulkhead at all—well, that’s what Shirou suggested, anyway.”


      Everyone agreed to this, and for a while, they all undertook a thorough search of the underground tunnel. They could adhere to walls and ceilings thanks to their powered suits, so they were able to check every inch of the cylindrical surface.


      See anything, Alpha?


      If you can’t find it on your own, I’m not going to tell you where it is.


      All right, fine. Alpha had all but confirmed that another route existed, and that was good enough for him. Surely, then, he could manage finding the entrance himself—and the powerful scanner included in his new gear would justify his discovery. So he set about investigating.


      In the end, it was Togami who found the alternate route, leaving Akira and Carol shocked that he’d beaten them both to the punch. Whoever had hidden it had camouflaged the entrance with a holographic wall and added a force field to give it a texture matching the rest of the concrete tunnel. Seeing this, Akira doubted whether he really would have ever found it on his own after all, even with his current scanning equipment—indeed, it was so well hidden that according to Alpha’s calculations, if Akira had discovered it with Alpha’s aid, Carol and the others would have regarded Akira with suspicion.


      “Whoa... Good work, Togami!” Akira said, stunned.


      “Yeah, seriously,” added Carol, equally astonished.


      Togami, however, recognized how unnatural his achievement seemed. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, and added, as if to himself, “Even I’m not sure how he found it.” His companions expressed confusion at this, so he hastened to clarify. “Shirou discovered that entrance, not me. He was operating my scanner remotely.”


      Now Akira and Carol were even more surprised. Then Shirou’s cheery voice came through Togami’s terminal.


      “Wanna know how I did it? Sorry, that’s a secret! Let’s call it a top-notch surveyor’s trick of the trade—unless you’d prefer to pay me ten billion aurum for the answer?”


      “I’ll pass. No one ever said we wanted you to tell us,” Akira commented, and kicked the force field covering the wall with all his might. The air, though solidified by the field, smashed to pieces under the physical force that could rival a superhuman’s. Particles of light scattered across the tunnel, then dissipated.


      “All right, the way’s open,” he announced. “Let’s go.”


      They passed through the holographic wall and began exploring the alternative route.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 224: A Deferred Verdict


      The maintenance tunnel wasn’t large enough for them to ride their bikes through it, so they proceeded on foot. Togami folded his bike up and stowed it in his backpack, while Akira’s followed behind them on auto-drive.


      As they walked, Togami asked how much Akira had paid for his new set of gear and was shocked to hear the answer. “Twenty billion?! That’s crazy! Do you really make that kind of money as a high-ranker? Is that what it’s like to be rank 70?”


      “W-Well, yeah, I guess so.” Technically speaking, Akira couldn’t really say he’d purchased all that gear on his own, for several reasons. But he had recently resolved to make his strength known to others whenever possible, and so he gave a vague answer that glossed over some of the details.


      Togami looked at the new equipment, then back at his own, and sighed. “I borrowed the best gear from Druncam I possibly could, yet it’s still cheap compared to yours, huh?”


      “Then what do you think about my gear?” Carol interjected playfully. “It’s not as good as Akira’s, of course, but it’s still pretty high-spec!”


      “Oh—yeah, I can tell that just by looking. In fact, if you were visiting ruins in that getup when it wasn’t high-spec, I’d probably question your sanity.”


      “Ouch,” Carol said, but with a grin.


      Togami went on, “I’ve heard that the higher female hunters rise in rank, the more their outfits and sensibilities tend to skew toward those of the Old World, and they start wearing pretty racy stuff without a second thought. Is that the case with you too, Carol? Hey, Akira, you probably met a bunch of other high-rankers on that intercity transport job. Were the women there all dressed in the same style?”


      Akira glanced at Carol’s outfit again, trying to recall if any of the female high-rankers he’d seen had been dressed similarly. “Nah, I don’t think any of them wore outfits like this.”


      “Obviously, my suit’s higher-spec than theirs were,” Carol said cheerfully. “I don’t mean to brag or anything, but with this kit, even a regular girl like me can hold my own in Zone 2 without trouble.”


      “I don’t doubt it,” Togami said with a nod. “I mean, the closer you get to the Front Line, the more you see revealing outfits that look more like swimsuits and underwear than battle garb, but long ago in the Old World, that sort of thing was par for the course.”


      Akira shot a glance at Alpha. “Yeah, I guess so.”


      The nonexistent woman in his vision—who wore exactly that kind of garb—just smirked.




      The three of them headed farther down the maintenance tunnel and eventually emerged on the other side of the bulkhead. Contrary to their expectations, the bulkhead had not been confining a horde of monsters on the opposite side, and the tunnel beyond was not full of deadly beasts. In fact, the tunnel looked largely the same as it had behind them.


      However, three major differences stood out. First, their path thus far had been relatively straight, but looking ahead, they could already see it branching out into several offshoots. Second, there were monster corpses littering the ground—in other words, the relic hunters would have to face such creatures from here on out. As for the third difference, Carol announced it with some concern.


      “The colorless fog is especially dense here, Akira. It looks like our long-range comms might cut out. How’s your connection looking?”


      Alpha, how’s our link? the boy inquired.


      Your connection to me is just fine, she responded. But the wireless connection to your terminal is so pathetic it could fail at any time without warning.


      “Looks like mine’s the same way,” Akira answered Carol. “Togami? What about yours?”


      “It’s perfect,” Togami said, a little smugly. “My terminal’s compatible with the Old Domain—a little colorless fog isn’t gonna affect it.”


      “Oh? That’s pretty cool, but why is your terminal so much more advanced than the rest of your gear?”


      Seeing that Akira and Carol both wore expressions of amazement, Togami’s spirits rose. “Shirou gave it to me as an advance on this commission,” he said. “He told me the connection in the underground ruins would probably be awful in places, and he wanted to make sure I could send him information at all times. And honestly, I can’t complain—this thing’s pretty sweet! Akira, you said your gear cost twenty billion, right? And yet your terminal still can’t keep up with mine?”


      “O-Oh, well, I just prioritized guns and armor over everything else, that’s all,” Akira protested. In reality, since Akira had Alpha, he didn’t need such a souped-up terminal. He now realized, however, that he might look suspicious without one and so maybe it would have been worth investing in after all. But he kept these feelings to himself and said nothing further.


      Togami accepted his response. “Yeah, I guess you would, wouldn’t you? My bad, I should’ve guessed.” After all, from Togami’s point of view, Akira was constantly fighting deadly foes, like that woman decked out with Old World gear in Mihazono’s factory district, or the horde of Old World automatons in the Iida Commercial District Ruins. By all rights, he should never have lived through either confrontation, let alone both. And those were just the ones Togami knew about—Akira had probably survived many other desperate, deadly encounters that the other hunter wasn’t even aware of, risking his life in situations Togami couldn’t even fathom. So it made perfect sense to the Druncam youth that Akira would splurge on better gear and weapons while leaving a more reliable wireless connection on the back burner.


      That was probably the reason Akira was so strong, Togami thought.


      “In that case, we’ll leave all the communications with the outside world to Togami,” Carol suggested. “Detailed maps with topography and such, properly recorded, are incredibly useful, but if we have someone who can access the Old Domain at any time, there’s no need to rely on my data. In fact, you’re probably accessing the Old Domain already, aren’t you?”


      “That’s right,” Shirou piped up. “I’m already plugged in. And while I’m at it, I’ll set up some hotspots to restore your comms, just in case.”


      “Appreciate it.” Carol turned to Togami with a grin. “All right, kid, I hate to put pressure on you, but now that you’re our team’s primary source of information, you’d better guard that terminal of yours with your life, you hear?”


      “No problem, I’ve got this.” When it came to fighting, Togami could indeed be considered dead weight compared to Akira and Carol. But at least he wouldn’t just be someone needing protection anymore. He had a purpose now, and he would do all he could to fulfill it.


      Determination welled up inside him.




      Now that they had made it past the maintenance route, they continued down the main tunnel beyond the bulkhead. Here they began to encounter monsters: creatures resembling snakes, crocodiles, lizards, spiders, mice, and snails, among other animals, banded together to assault the three humans. The shortest monsters were about three meters long, while the longest and thinnest reached up to ten meters or more. All of them were armed—guns, cannons, micromissiles, and the like had sprouted from the monsters’ bodies.


      Akira, Carol, and Togami immediately returned fire, tearing through the horde. The monsters were by no means weak—all were equal in strength to, or stronger than, the monsters inhabiting Zone 1 aboveground. But Akira and Carol both possessed the gear and competence to fight through Zone 2, so these hardly posed a threat to either of them.


      It was Akira’s first time trying out his new RL2 multifunction gun in combat, and he found himself well satisfied with its power. Just one bullet from it blazed all the way down the tunnel and beyond his range of vision, piercing and instantly pulverizing every single monster in its path. Even creatures who happened to stray near the bullet’s wake found their limbs and weapons torn from their bodies by the projectile’s sheer force.


      His old SSB multifunction guns would have demanded piles of ammunition to defeat just one of these monsters. Even his LEOs would have required C-bullets packed with immense energy in order to achieve the same result—and charging said bullets would have taken quite some time. But here he saw immediate results, and the boy understood at once what a drastic boost in firepower he’d obtained with his new weapon.


      Holy shit! Now that’s what I’m talking about! he exclaimed to Alpha, unable to keep himself from grinning. I bet this will put me on an even footing with the monsters in Zone 2!


      Indeed—except Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths isn’t our ultimate goal. So you’d better show me you’re not just on par with but overwhelmingly more powerful than those brutes. My expectations are rather high, mind you.


      Roger! I won’t let you down! Fired up, Akira loosed another shot upon the horde. Once again, the bullet streaked all the way down the tunnel, shredding the monsters in its path. Those that died were quickly replaced by reinforcements emerging from the tunnel’s side paths, but this didn’t make the horde any more of a threat than before—it only meant more disintegrated monsters per bullet. Thus, he maintained an overwhelming advantage over his foes.


      But while Akira was taking out countless monsters at a time, and Carol was also thinning their numbers, Togami couldn’t do much of anything to assist. Not that he really needed to, since Akira and Carol were eliminating them so quickly he didn’t have any chance to feel threatened. Nor was his skill lacking for this challenge—rather, his gun was simply too puny. He needed at least a dozen bullets to finish a single monster in this vast flood of bodies, yet Akira’s gun could mow down dozens of beasts with just one. No amount of skill on Togami’s part could compensate for such a stark difference in raw power.


      He’d been quite gung ho going into the battle, but the discovery that he was practically useless here, as familiar as he was with such experiences, was disappointing to him all the same.


      Then Akira’s voice came over his wireless. “Hey Togami, need a better gun? I’ve got a spare you can borrow.”


      “Are you sure?” Togami asked, slight hesitation in his voice.


      “Yeah, I don’t mind. Though you’ll have to pay for the ammo you use.”


      “W-Will that be more expensive than just paying you to guard me?”


      “Depends how hard you fight,” Akira replied.


      Togami took Akira’s answer as a provocation. But regardless, his hesitation vanished. “Give me that gun!” he said, a determined grin spreading across his face.


      Akira’s bike drove up to Togami and delivered the second RL2, automatically detaching it from the support arm that held it.


      “Use that bike for cover if you need to,” Akira told him over the comms.


      The tunnel was empty of obstacles, with nothing to hide behind. Yet Akira and Carol were unharmed: Akira was perceiving the trajectories of his enemies’ projectiles and dodging them with pinpoint accuracy, while Carol’s powered suit was so protective that it simply rendered her impervious to the monsters’ attacks. Togami didn’t have the skill or equipment to follow either example.


      “Much appreciated!” he said. “That should be more than enough.” He crouched behind the bike and fired the RL2 from the shadows. A devastating bullet ripped through the legion of enemies with no resistance.


      “Hell yeah! Talk about power! How in the world did you earn a gun like this, Akira?! What kind of trouble did you have to survive?”


      “Fought a really tough guy. Nearly died in the process. Barely made it by the skin of my teeth.”


      Togami could tell from the gravity of his tone that Akira wasn’t exaggerating—whatever battle he’d gone through had been extremely harrowing. “Reckless as always, I see.”


      “It’s not like I wanted to do it,” Akira muttered.


      Just as Togami had suspected, Akira had once again risked his life facing yet another deadly opponent. No wonder he’s so strong, the Druncam hunter reminded himself.


      With the three of them fighting together, it wasn’t long before all the monsters were wiped out. They proceeded deeper into the tunnel once more. Because every creature capable of reaching them had charged toward them, the way was now clear. Corpses littered the ground, but as the trio could walk on the walls and ceilings with their powered suits, they weren’t deterred.


      They kept going until they reached the border between Zone 1 and 2, at which point another bulkhead blocked their path.


      “Looks like we made it to Zone 2,” Akira said, looking up at the barrier. “Now we need to find another maintenance tunnel.”


      At that, Shirou spoke up. “Or we could try one of these side paths and see if it takes us to the AI overseer’s neighborhood.”


      “Yeah, no,” Carol said, rejecting his proposal outright. “You two are tagging along with us, remember? We decide where we’re going.”


      Regardless of whether they traveled to Zone 2 or Tsubaki’s precinct, the monsters they found would be far beyond what Togami could handle. His anxiety spiking, he declared to Shirou, “Hey, you might have hired me and all, but remember I’m the one out here risking my life. I’m gonna go with what my companions on the field decide. Just look for that maintenance entrance already, okay? Don’t make me take a more dangerous path just because you want to find a way into that AI’s district.”


      “All right, all right, I hear you. I’ll do a proper job of looking.”


      And so, like before, Akira and the others began searching the tunnel for another entrance. Once again, it was Shirou who found it.


      “Hmm,” he murmured. His voice sounded a bit more cautious than the previous time.


      Togami overheard him. “What’s wrong?”


      “Oh, nothing, nothing,” Shirou answered. “Anyway, once you go through there, you’ll be in Zone 2, and the monsters are gonna get a lot meaner. Better watch yourself, Togami.”


      “Tell me something I don’t know.” Togami kicked the force field camouflaging the entrance.


      It didn’t budge.


      Togami frowned. Beside him, Carol couldn’t help but smirk. With one shapely, attractive leg, she delivered a devastating kick to the barrier. For a moment, it looked like nothing had happened. Then a crack! rang out and the field vanished, leaving behind only the holographic wall.


      “Guess even my powered suit can break something like this,” she said nonchalantly. “Well, shall we head in?”


      “Fine,” Togami said with a sigh, more keenly aware than ever of how lacking his gear was as he followed after her.


      Akira headed in next, with his bike trailing behind. As he did so, Shirou was observing him via Togami’s scanner. However, it wasn’t Akira his gaze was fixed on.


      It was Alpha.


      And through Togami’s Old World-compatible scanner, Alpha could see Shirou as well.




      Once on the other side of the bulkhead, they found themselves beneath Zone 2—and under immediate attack from monsters. Below Zone 1, they’d fought biological horrors with weapons growing out of their bodies, but now the monsters they faced were mechanical. Floating spherical artillery, giant robots built to resemble carnivores, and multilegged tanks with ellipsoid bodies all had various sizes of laser cannons built into their backs or otherwise mounted on them.


      Akira charged at the horde ahead of everyone else, taking on the vanguard. “Carol, stay back with Togami!” he ordered, firing both guns at once to draw the enemy’s attention to him. His bullets streaked past an enemy laser coming from the opposite direction—the bullets struck a bot and instantly blew it to pieces, even as he tracked the trajectory of the laser and dodged the searing beam with immaculate timing.


      To all appearances, Akira had brought down the bot with ease. But in reality, he’d found it much more challenging to deal with than any of the Zone 1 monsters. In that region of the underground, a single bullet had ripped through numerous monsters, but now dozens were needed to annihilate just one of the far more resilient Zone 2 robots. And while Akira had dodged the enemy’s laser without difficulty, he’d had no need to dodge the Zone 1 monsters’ attacks. The bullets, shells, and micromissiles from those organic creatures could have bombarded him from every direction, yet his brand-new powered suit’s extremely hardy force-field armor would have repelled them all. He’d only bothered to dodge them because tanking a hit would waste his armor’s energy and in order to break in his new suit.


      But he’d had to dodge this laser. While it wouldn’t have killed him instantly, it would have pierced his shield and wounded him considerably. Tanking such high-output lasers would quickly destroy him.


      Yet he also needed to keep Carol’s and Togami’s safety in mind, always tracking his position relative to theirs as they fought behind him. If dodging a laser would cause it to hit either of them, he would have no choice but to block it in order to shield them. So he had to ensure that the trajectories of the enemy beams never reached his companions.


      Another bot of the same kind moved in, and Akira immediately opened fire. Once again, he destroyed the machine instantly, but this one needed even more bullets to finish off. That was even tougher than the last one! he thought to himself. It looked identical, but was it actually a different kind of monster or something?


      It simply measured the power of your gun when you destroyed its companion and raised its force-field armor’s strength accordingly, Alpha said with a smile, answering a question he hadn’t actually asked, not even through telepathy. Alpha couldn’t read Akira’s thoughts, but she knew him well enough at this point to surmise what he was thinking.


      Oh, okay! But I did destroy it, right?


      Yes. Therefore, the next one will probably raise its power even higher, for both its force field and its laser cannon.


      Good to know!


      Alpha was correct—each enemy he took out after that was followed by an even tougher and more powerful one. Yet he kept destroying them, foe after foe, undeterred. He merely packed his C-bullets with increasing amounts of energy, firing streams of ammunition at a time. Before long, his shots were so powerful that they would have instantly blown apart one of the bus-sized bugs he’d fought while protecting the intercity transport.


      But then he came across a machine that—just barely—endured his gunfire. He could still defeat it, but it was so resilient that for the first time, his initial spray of gunfire didn’t finish it off. Thus, the machine had the time to fire off an extremely powerful laser. Had the tunnel not been filled with colorless fog and sealed with the bulkhead, the resulting beam would have reached beyond Kuzusuhara’s borders.


      Akira dodged the enormous beam quickly and nimbly, avoiding a direct hit. Even under the influence of the colorless fog, the radiant heat of the laser was so intense that it could not only melt flesh but burn it to ash. With Akira’s new suit, however, he was able to endure the heat and didn’t need to dodge much. He merely read the laser’s trajectory and ducked slightly to the side.


      Then he counterattacked.


      A floating artillery cannon dropped to the ground, a massive hole gaping in its side. A robotic beast collapsed with more than half its torso gone. A multilegged tank came to a halt as its legs and cannons were torn from its body. Stripped of their force-field armor, the ravaged machines lay at the mercy of Akira’s final spray of bullets, which shattered them beyond all recognition and reduced them to a mountain of scrap.


      Already, reinforcements were spilling around said mountain—some running along the heights of the tunnel’s walls, some hovering in the air, and all even more dangerous than the last batch. Yet Akira was fielding his new extended magazines and energy packs, reserved for hunters of rank 70 and above, which ensured he had a nearly unlimited supply of ammo and energy. Countless bullets roared forth from both his RL2s, and he mowed down every enemy in his path.


      His gunfire also struck the walls, yet without even scratching them. Seeing this, Alpha said, Listen up! Your enemies are consuming copious amounts of energy to ensure their force-field armor can withstand your attacks. So where do you think they’re getting all that energy from?


      The tunnel itself, I bet, Akira replied. And since some of them are flying, they can probably absorb power somehow without even touching the tunnel. This energy was probably fueling the tunnel’s own armor, he speculated, making it impervious to his attacks—and hinting at the existence of such a vast source of energy that he probably couldn’t count on the enemy running out anytime soon.


      Precisely, Alpha said, looking satisfied. With a constant supply of power, your foes will keep getting stronger as time goes on. She turned to him with a knowing wink. But you’ve still got this in the bag, right?


      Yeah! I’m not even breaking a sweat! Psyching himself up, he grinned back at her to show he was up to the challenge.


      But in reality, Akira wasn’t feeling as confident as his answer suggested. His enemies were growing stronger and stronger, while he had to keep ensuring Carol’s and Togami’s safety. More importantly, though, he wasn’t currently receiving Alpha’s support. He was supposed to be demonstrating his battle prowess to her, after all, and relying on her would defeat the purpose.


      So he was on his own for the time being—but he was far from completely helpless. His new scanner was vastly more powerful than any human sensory organ, and the same power as an Old Domain User that let him communicate with Alpha telepathically also allowed him to treat the scanner as a sort of sixth sense. Moreover, he still had his training in dilating his sense of time and increasing the detail of his perception at will. Thus, while his new powered suit allowed him to move so quickly that the air felt viscous, it seemed to him as if the world had slowed to a crawl. He could spot his mechanical opponents at lightning speed, yet also with extreme clarity.


      Naturally, had he heightened his perception to the same degree that Alpha did when supporting him, the immense burden on his brain would have killed him. To prevent this, he reduced the toll the technique took by only enhancing that part of his vision in which he could see his enemies, a technique only possible thanks to his deadly clash with Erde.


      He was using every trick in the book he had during this fight, and he couldn’t afford to grow careless for even a second. And yet, after all those other fights to the death that he’d experienced until now, this one felt relatively mild to him. In a sense, then, his response to Alpha hadn’t been a lie.


      He fired his RL2s again. Every bullet hit its mechanical target dead-on, blasting it to metallic shards. At the same time, he kept dodging the lasers coming toward him—each one a bearer of certain death. Yet the boy perfectly read their dozens of trajectories at once and avoided them all, while also drawing their fire to ensure none of the attacks he evaded would hit Carol or Togami. Then he analyzed his targets, prioritized them, and took them out in the most efficient order.


      Once upon a time, Akira would never have been able to juggle all of these details at once, even with Alpha’s help. Now that he could do it all on his own, he only had to rely on Alpha for emergencies, when he needed that extra performance boost to get him out of danger.


      And so, despite his misgivings, he carried on as calm and composed under fire as ever.




      Meanwhile, Carol and Togami were supporting Akira from the rear—Carol with her own gun, Togami with the RL2 he’d borrowed from Akira. Taking cover behind Akira’s bike, both battered the horde relentlessly, demolishing enemies with their overwhelming firepower.


      Watching Akira fight from afar, Togami looked astonished. “Holy shit, that dude is really something else! So this is what a rank 70 hunter looks like in action.” Since he was firing from behind Akira, there was of course a chance he might accidentally hit the other boy. But Togami continued to shoot without reserve, trusting in Akira’s promise that he’d dodge any bullets coming his way. Togami had also noticed that it was no coincidence the lasers kept away from him and Carol—Akira was deliberately drawing the enemy fire, which made his performance against these devastating foes even more impressive in Togami’s eyes.


      “Aw, man... At this rate, I’m gonna have to pay him everything I earn on this job,” Carol said with a mock sigh, then grinned. “When I hired him, I never thought he’d work this hard. Now his bodyguard fee’s gonna go through the roof. I really didn’t mull this over enough.”


      “Yeah, my jaw’s on the floor just watching him,” Togami said. “I’m still nowhere near his level. I’ve got a long way to go.” He didn’t sound chagrined or irritated at all in admitting this—he just accepted it as fact.


      His attitude took Carol by surprise. “You’re taking that realization awfully well,” she said. “Not gonna act all defiant and proclaim you’re just as competent?”


      “Nah. If I let it get to me and lose my cool, I’ll just end up dragging Akira down even more.”


      And indeed, Togami was the picture of composure as he fought, calm and unruffled though he knew full well that one slipup from Akira would spell his death.


      “Wow, you’ve really matured since we last fought together,” Carol commented amiably. “Back then, you were absolutely pathetic.”


      “Yeah, I know.” Even with his former behavior thrown in his face, Togami wasn’t about to let himself get rattled. That was the past, and though he desired more strength than he had now, he saw no need to hurry or be impatient. He was now undoubtedly stronger than he had been during the Mihazono crisis, yet he wasn’t arrogant about his skill like before. He had grown significantly as a hunter in nearly all aspects.


      “In other words,” Carol couldn’t help but mutter under her breath, “I’m the only one here who hasn’t changed.”


      “Did you say something?”


      “Nothing. Just talking to myself, that’s all.”


      “Yeah? By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask: Even if this tunnel takes us up to the Kuzusuhara depths, would such a discovery really still be worth it? I mean, the whole reason we’re looking for an alternate way in is because the aboveground route is full of tough monsters and extremely dangerous, and we thought it might be safer for hunters to travel underground, right?” Togami was worried that the branching tunnels were filled with monsters just as dangerous as those on the surface, rendering any intel on this alternate route worthless and making it pointless to press on.


      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Carol answered readily. “Think about it: Akira might be a ridiculously strong rank 70 hunter, but he’s got us two dead weights with him, and he’s still dominating the situation practically all by himself. So the monsters here aren’t actually that brutal.”


      Then she caught sight of Togami’s face, which seemed to suggest, “Based on what you just said, they sound pretty brutal to me.”


      So Carol clarified, “Look, compare them with the monsters on the surface. Up there, we’ve got entire teams of hunters rank 70 and higher, with first-rate mechs and weaponry at their disposal and no dead weight to drag them down, and they’re still struggling to make headway in conquering the ruin. With that in mind, don’t you think they’d find data on an unknown entrance at the end of this tunnel quite valuable?”


      Togami had to agree, and he nodded emphatically—then frowned. “But wait. If the monsters above are that powerful, I wonder why they haven’t just laid waste to Kugamayama City, since it’s so close to the ruin.”


      “Well... Maybe it’s because as long as the city doesn’t carelessly interfere in Kuzusuhara, it’s relatively harmless as ruins go. Doesn’t hurt that it’s pretty close to the city. I mean, that’s precisely why Kugamayama recognizes it as a lucrative ruin...right?”


      “But isn’t the city interfering in the ruin big time even as we speak?”


      “Yeah, true.” Carol paused. “Point taken.” A long silence passed between them, then she changed the subject. “Well, for now, let’s keep tagging along with Akira until he judges we need to retreat. That’d be just as safe as choosing to turn back now. Well, probably.”


      “Yeah, probably,” Togami agreed.


      And so, temporarily shelving their mutual misgivings, Carol and Togami resolved to keep supporting Akira for the time being.




      Akira, meanwhile, was starting to notice something odd about the enemies he was up against. Thus far, the robots had been growing stronger as he destroyed more of them, but that trend abruptly stopped.


      Huh? These aren’t any tougher than the last batch I took out.


      That’s because the machines have reached their maximum performance threshold, Alpha replied with a smile.


      Maximum what now?


      Just because a machine’s energy supply is limitless doesn’t mean its performance is. When a machine tries to do something that demands more energy than it can handle, it overloads and starts to malfunction.


      Oh, that makes sense. Well, I’m not complaining! Makes it easier to mop up the rest! By this point, he didn’t believe the monsters had the wherewithal to defeat him anymore, or else they would have already done so. So he doggedly continued battering the mechanical horde. Eventually, enemy reinforcements stopped showing up, and the monsters still fighting no longer had any hope of winning against the boy. Akira finished them off with ease.


      Looking at the mountain of debris he’d created—all that was left of his foes—he gave a deep sigh, then grinned broadly. “I did it! I won!” Well, Alpha? How was that for a display of my proficiency? he asked her silently. Perhaps she would acknowledge that he was ready—or even start preparing him for her commission right away! Certain that the long-awaited moment when he set foot in her ruin was imminent, he listened eagerly for her answer.


      But her response caught him off guard. Hmm. I’ll defer that verdict for now.


      Defer? What does that mean? Did I pass or not?


      Well, even if I did determine you were ready to take on that ruin finally, you’re working for Carol right now. I already know you’re not the type to abandon a job halfway through, and no one wants you to be more faithful to your commissions than I do. So there’s no point in answering that question right now anyway.


      W-Well, yeah, but... All right, fine. Akira understood Alpha’s logic but still felt a little let down, though he didn’t let it show in his actions or expression.


      There’s another reason, Alpha added knowingly. True, you might be powerful enough to conquer my ruin already. But that’s only if you took the easiest possible route to get there, and even then, you’d have to be extremely lucky.


      What if I took a more difficult route?


      You’d die. Without a doubt.


      R-Really?


      Alpha gave him a gentle smile. Sure, I want you to grow until you can complete my request as soon as you can. But I don’t want to send you to your death in the process. So before I give you my answer, work on getting even stronger—preferably until you at least have a chance of surviving the more difficult route. We’re not in any hurry, so take your time. You don’t want to die, right? Well, I don’t want you dying on me either.


      At this, Akira calmed down. All right, he said, cheering up. I understand.


      That said, I think you might be ready for me to at least show you the ruin, so you can get a feel of what you’ll be up against and what you’ll need in terms of gear and prowess. But since we can’t take Carol with us, we’ll have to wait until her job’s over.


      Because the ruin’s just that dangerous, or because you don’t want her to know about it?


      Both, of course.


      Got it. Akira’s attention snapped back to the situation at hand, and he realized he’d allowed himself to become awfully distracted. Enthusiasm was all well and good, but if his excitement caused him to grow careless and slip up, what good would that be? He needed to get a hold of himself. Putting a lid on his thoughts about Alpha’s ruin and her verdict, he grinned and returned to the present.


      Carol and Togami approached him. Seeing that Akira wasn’t any more rattled than usual despite having just fought such a challenging battle, they were once again surprised by how capable he was.


      “Bravo, Akira!” Carol said. “Just when I think I’ve grasped how strong you are, you go and prove otherwise. I definitely made the right call in hiring you. So how do you feel? Good to keep going? Or do you want to call it quits here and start heading back?”


      “Well, our enemies have stopped appearing, so why not press on for at least a little longer? But I’ll let you and Togami decide, since that pack just now was way tougher than the Zone 1 monsters, and we’ll probably keep facing even deadlier ones the farther we go. If you’d rather turn back, that’s fine too. I don’t care.”


      “Then I vote we keep going,” Carol said. “If you’re raring to go, no reason we shouldn’t. Togami?”


      “I vote we keep going too. If we call it quits here, the fee for protecting me is gonna be heinous. I’ve gotta gather more map data to offset the cost, or I’ll be in trouble.”


      “Sounds good,” Akira said. “Then let’s go.”


      With that, they resumed their journey into the tunnel.


      “By the way,” Carol whispered to him with a smirk when Togami was out of earshot, “regarding my fee for you guarding me, I trust you’re open to negotiating that with me later? You can at least make mine cheaper than Togami’s, can’t you?”


      “Hm? Sure, I guess.”


      “Thanks, you’re the best!” she said, with a look that suggested Akira had just made a promise to her he couldn’t take back.


      “Hey Akira, exactly how much did she hire you for?” Togami asked, looking slightly suspicious.


      “She’s paying me by the month, but the first month’s contract is set at 130 mil. Though I guess that’ll be up for discussion now based on how much I fight here.”


      “130 million at minimum?!” Togami found this an astronomical fee, to be sure, but then again, Akira was a rank 70 hunter. Perhaps that was just what experienced professionals like him were worth.


      “That’s not all,” Carol chimed in with a grin. “He’s also free to do whatever he wants with me, whenever he wants, as long as he’s working for me.”


      Togami wondered whether Akira had really accepted that condition, and was about to ask him whether she was telling the truth, but Carol went on before he could.


      “And just FYI, that privilege, when converted to aurum, comes out to roughly twenty billion.”


      “No way that’s true,” Togami scoffed. “You’re pulling my leg.”


      “I’m dead serious. Not long ago, a hunter paid ten billion aurum for just one night with me. In fact, he had to slip me some of his team’s confidential records in order to cover the whole bill! Right, Akira?”


      “Yeah, it actually happened.”


      “Seriously? Whoa...” Togami looked absolutely flabbergasted. “I guess I just naturally doubted you because Akira doesn’t seem like the type to be interested in such things. Wouldn’t have expected that.”


      “Hold up, Togami,” said Akira. “What do you mean by ‘that,’ exactly?”


      “Well, Carol’s letting you have your way with her every day, right? I just didn’t take you for that kind of guy. You might wanna be careful, though—she’s banned from Druncam’s premises because she got into an argument with one of our hunters. Better watch yourself. Women have been the downfall of many, you know.”


      “That’s not what’s happening at all!” Akira shouted.


      “Well, okay, I didn’t literally mean every day, but even on occasion—”


      “That neither!”


      Akira was bad at dispelling misunderstandings through explanation, so every attempt he made to defend himself just sounded like a stubborn denial to Togami. Carol looked highly amused as she watched them bicker back and forth. By the time their misunderstanding was cleared up, they’d reached yet another partition blocking their path—the border separating Zone 2 from the territory beyond.


      Looking up at the enormous bulkhead, Akira could easily imagine the power of the monsters lying in wait on the other side. This, he determined, was as far as he could make it on his own. All right, Alpha, going forward, I think you’re gonna have to help me out. I’ll still do all I can to fight by myself, but it’s gonna be hard to keep Carol and Togami safe without your support.


      Very well—starting now, witness what your new gear is capable of when I’m in control! she declared proudly.


      I did just say I wanna do what I can on my own, though, he protested with a wry smile.


      Oh, I know! Don’t worry, do your best and I’ve got the rest!


      Judging from Alpha’s reaction, Akira guessed she was of the same opinion—namely, that he wouldn’t be able to handle the upcoming area on his own—and he felt proud of himself for making the correct choice. “Carol, Togami, I’ve got a feeling the monsters on the other side of this wall are gonna be even meaner than the ones we’ve fought. Still wanna keep going?”


      “Why? Not confident you can protect us both?” Carol teased.


      “Depends what you mean. I’m up for pushing forward, and barring any crazy twists of fate, I think I can handle whatever’s waiting for us. But since this is unexplored territory and I don’t know what kind of monsters we’ll be dealing with, I can’t say for certain. And, well,” he said with a self-deprecating smile, “I think we all know my track record when it comes to getting tangled up in bizarre stuff. So I won’t blame either of you for calling it quits here.”


      Carol and Togami exchanged conflicted glances. Carol had spent time with Akira in Mihazono, and Togami had worked with him in Mihazono and Iida, and their memories of those incidents brought them pause. They knew him well enough by now to trust his words.


      Carol made her decision first. “Just so we’re clear, Akira, even if things get dicey, you’re not gonna flee and leave us behind, right? You’ll keep protecting us?”


      “Of course.”


      “Then I’m in favor of heading in. I think the locale awaiting us beyond this partition is what’s known as ‘Zone 3,’ and the value of the map data we possess will drastically change depending on whether our hidden entrance ends here at the border of Zone 2 or continues on. If you want to make a killing off me for being my bodyguard, we need at least to confirm which possibility is true. So I think we should keep going.”


      With that, Togami’s mind was made up as well. “I already said I’d let you two decide the destination when I agreed to accompany you, so if you both want to press on, I won’t stop you. Though since you’re clearly benefiting somehow from letting me tag along, I wouldn’t mind a discount on my fee for my trouble, Akira.”


      Money was valuable, but not as valuable as their lives. Yet even so, if the danger before them was a sufficient reason to throw in the towel now, they had no business calling themselves hunters.


      “All right, then,” Akira said. “Let’s go.”


      Thus, nodding to each other, they committed themselves to risking their lives in a brand-new frontier. They then set to work searching for another passage to bypass the partition. Once again, Shirou found it, and Akira took the lead as they all proceeded carefully along the new path, which sloped slightly upward.


      At the end of this path, they stepped beyond the borders of Zone 2 and found themselves at last in Zone 3. Stretched out before their eyes was an expanse of pure white.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 225: Zone 3


      Emerging from the tunnel—the route that had led them from the Mihazono Town Ruins all the way to the depths of the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins, Akira and his companions gazed upon the vast emptiness, stretched out as far as the eye could see.


      No matter where they looked, it appeared as white as a blank canvas, seemingly extending even beyond the horizon. The walls and floor were indistinguishable from each other, and when they looked up, there was no ceiling or sky. Their shadows didn’t appear on the ground, giving the impression that they were standing in midair.


      Akira, Carol, and Togami couldn’t even believe what they were seeing.


      “What the hell?” Akira muttered, looking as flabbergasted as he sounded.


      “Th-The colorless fog density here is off the charts,” Carol murmured in shock next to him. “At this rate, we won’t be able to see fifty meters in front of us even with our scanners.”


      “Whoa! No way!” came Togami’s cry of surprise behind them.


      “What happened?” Akira spun around, his face tense—and saw what had startled Togami.


      The passageway they’d just left had disappeared. The entrance hadn’t merely vanished from the wall it was set in—the wall itself was gone. White space now filled its place.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Akira murmured. Faced with such a bizarre phenomenon, this was the only phrase he could manage.


      Shirou began to analyze the situation from his remote location. “Looks like the passageway you guys went through was just a clever combination of holograms and force-field shields. No—at some point along your trip, it became just a holographic image, I suspect.”


      “But if it was just a hologram,” wondered Akira, “wouldn’t our scanners have reacted to it and let us know?”


      “Not necessarily. Old World holograms have a kind of artificial presence as well. Even your scanner would probably just misread it as an actual wall.”


      Akira looked stunned. “Old World tech can even do that?”


      “Well, yeah. It might be called the Old World, but their standard of tech was far beyond ours. So far, in fact, that it has made even the impossible scene before you possible. Right?”


      Shirou’s matter-of-fact explanation cleared away some of the mystery of this unprecedented situation, allowing the three hunters to regain their composure somewhat and start formulating a plan.


      “Okay, gang,” Akira began. “I’m thinking we ought to look for a way back.”


      “Agreed,” Carol said. “Having come so far, we should have plenty of map data now.”


      Togami nodded. “Our way in here might have disappeared, but we still have the data of the route we took. So let’s try following that first, all right?”


      With that, they each pulled up the route they’d taken on their scanners and used it as a guide to navigate the white expanse. This worked for a while—until the lines disappeared beneath the floor.


      “Damn! This is where the tunnel leading back underground should have been, and now it’s gone,” Carol grumbled. In her vision was an AR image of their path that had been automatically generated as they’d traveled, and which now overlapped her physical sight. The virtual path sloped gently downward, beyond where they could reach.


      “Back up a little, Carol,” Akira said, and stepped in front of her. Facing the AR underground passage, he raised his suit’s power to maximum and punched the ground with everything he had. A powerful impact resounded—but the dense colorless fog all about them immediately swallowed it up.


      Akira stood up again and examined the place where he’d punched. He’d failed to punch through. The floor was dented slightly, but that was all. “The floor isn’t fake,” he said. “So the problem isn’t that the passageway’s being covered up—it just doesn’t exist anymore. It’s gone.”


      When Carol heard that, her face became grave. “Then does that mean...our coordinates don’t match up with our apparent positions on the map anymore? Is the colorless fog here screwing with our GPS? That’s not good.”


      In the wasteland, if one lost track of where they were or in which direction they were heading, they could simply check their position on an overhead online map as long as they were connected to a nearby city. And if the colorless fog grew so dense as to render this impossible, one could fall back on comparing their map data with nearby landmarks. But here, Akira and the others couldn’t use either approach. What was more, if their GPS truly had malfunctioned, trying to follow the route that had brought them in might actually lead them farther into Zone 3 rather than outside it.


      Then Togami spoke up. “Hold on. What if the tunnel’s still where we thought it was but somehow got physically filled in? In that case, there’s still a chance we’re heading in the direction we want. Maybe we should just keep moving in this direction and see what happens? I mean, if the passage has been filled in so perfectly that it doesn’t seem to exist anymore, we can’t excavate it anyway. Let’s look for another exit.”


      “Well, the real coordinates still shouldn’t be that far off from our data, even if the GPS went haywire and the tunnel’s not actually where it’s supposed to be,” Shirou said. “So before we go farther, let’s explore around here some more first. Though with the colorless fog here being so dense, your scanners probably won’t help much.”


      Carol and Togami turned to Akira to see what he thought, since as the strongest in their group, he had the final say. But an entirely different matter was on his mind.


      “Someone’s coming,” he announced.


      His companions immediately followed his eyes. Off in the distance, shrouded by the thick colorless fog, a figure was indeed approaching them. As it drew closer, its size and outline became more apparent: rather too humanlike to be a monster, and no larger than a regular person. The figure was alone, walking toward them at a normal pace. So whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t a horde of monsters that had come after them, but this was all they could be certain of at the moment.


      Soon they could make out the form of a woman in a black dress, and Carol started to suspect she was a fellow hunter. The woman’s dress appeared to be Old World apparel, perhaps a powered suit modeled thereon, which would befit a high-ranker capable of finding and entering this place.


      “I think that might be a hunter who arrived via the surface,” Carol said aloud. “If so, she probably knows a way out of here. Let’s try bargaining with her to get her to tell us where it is.”


      “I dunno about that,” Togami said, frowning. “Why would a hunter be by herself? Wouldn’t it take a team of high-rankers to make it here?”


      “You were heading here on your own before you met us, weren’t you?”


      “Yeah, but... Well, I suppose she might just be a really strong hunter who’s quite self-confident.”


      When the woman was finally close enough for them to see her face, Carol and Togami felt relieved, for they saw she was wearing a calm expression, with no sign of hostility. But Akira looked surprised, and Shirou was absolutely astounded.


      “And so we meet again,” Tsubaki said, turning to Akira with a friendly smile.




      Akira winced. By no means had he expected to encounter Tsubaki so soon. Jeez, Alpha—why is she here? More importantly, is this really her, or just one of those “holograms with presence”? Or is she merely transmitting herself into my vision?


      Alpha’s usual smile was nowhere to be seen. It’s really her. And I don’t know why she’s here either.


      Oh boy. It had been quite some time since Akira had heard Alpha sound so upset, and he winced again.


      Carol noticed his look and began to feel unsettled. “A friend of yours, Akira?”


      “W-Well, you could say that... I guess.”


      From the way his response was so hesitant and drawn out, Carol could tell that his relationship with the newcomer wasn’t as simple as “friends” or “acquaintances.” Still, seeing that she was treating Akira so cordially, she could probably still be negotiated with.


      Shirou’s voice shattered the calm. “Akira?! You know her?!”


      Akira didn’t answer. With an icy glare, he turned to Togami. “Cut the comms. Now.”


      “Huh?”


      “Do it! Hurry!”


      “A-All right!” Startled and rather intimidated by the tone of Akira’s voice, Togami grabbed his terminal.


      “W-Wait—” Shirou’s panicked voice cut off mid-sentence.


      Carol’s grim expression grew more perplexed as she tried to deduce what kind of connection Akira and Tsubaki shared. Given how surprised Shirou had seemed, he probably knew who she was—and he’d sounded just as startled that Akira knew her too. Most likely, Akira had ordered Togami to shut down their comms to prevent Shirou from blurting out anything about her.


      But that meant Akira considered it inconvenient for himself in some way if others knew that he and the mysterious woman were acquainted—especially by those who also knew her.


      It was at this point that Carol realized she was in serious trouble. She now knew that this was information that Akira wanted to cover up—and just how inconvenient would Akira find that? If worse came to worse, she might find herself on the receiving end of his gun.


      She felt panic beginning to creep over her. From the look on his face, Togami had followed more or less the same train of thought.


      Akira was facing his own rising alarm. What if Tsubaki mentioned something about Alpha in front of the other two?


      As all three hunters stood there, tense and anxious, Tsubaki addressed Akira calmly once more. “Relax, I just came to greet you, nothing more. What brings you here, though?”


      “Er, w-well, you know. Exploring the ruin.”


      “You don’t say?”


      Despite her cordial smile, Akira couldn’t help but think her brief reply felt somewhat charged. Hunter work was, from an Old World perspective, criminal activity. Trespassing into facilities, employing violence against mechanical law enforcement, destruction and looting of Old World property—such lawlessness knew no bounds. And Tsubaki was an Old World entity.


      Yet still smiling, she continued, “This area is more dangerous than you probably realize. I’d recommend you turn back, for your own safety.”


      “Oh—yeah, that’s good to know! Actually, that’s what we were about to do anyway, but the way we took to get in kinda vanished, and we don’t really know how to get back now...”


      “Is that so? Then shall we head back together? I was just about to depart as well. Allow me to escort you on your way.”


      “Um, well...” Akira had no idea how he should respond. If Tsubaki was heading back to her precinct, it was probably a bad idea to follow her with Carol and Togami tagging along. But it would also seem highly suspect for Akira to turn her down when they couldn’t find the way out on their own. His companions would undoubtedly wonder why he had refused her help.


      Alpha, help me out here. Alpha? Hey, you okay?


      As far as Akira could tell, Alpha was next to him, wearing a scowl like he’d never seen on her before. But from Tsubaki’s point of view, Alpha was standing right in front of her, with an expression and gaze like ice. Akira couldn’t see this, nor hear the hatred in Alpha’s voice as she interrogated Tsubaki.


      Just what the hell are you playing at? I let you off with a warning last time, but if you think I’ll be that generous now, think again.


      Akira was also unable to see the look that Tsubaki had turned on Alpha. To him, she still seemed to wear a genial smile, but Alpha found herself facing an iciness identical to her own.


      He was here at the same time I was, so I simply came over to greet him, Tsubaki replied. I hardly deserve your censure for this.


      If you interfere with me one more time, I’ll consider you my enemy, Alpha growled.


      As you please, Tsubaki retorted. And I’ll form my own opinions of you.


      Just remember you were warned.


      Oh, bring it on, bitch.


      At this point, both Alpha and Tsubaki agreed on at least one thing—the time for words was over. Each was poised to take action.


      All at once, the humans’ scanners picked up a gigantic reading heading toward them at high speed. The approaching monster was around thirty meters long, on four feet like a tiger or wolf, but with a humanoid upper body, as though someone had attached the halves of a person and a carnivore together. The hybrid also sported two heads—the beast one on its lower body had no eyes, while countless eyes covered the human head on its upper body, even on the back side. Long fangs protruded from the enormous, gaping beast mouth, and there was no mouth at all on the human head.


      The beast part had bulging muscles all over, its leg muscles in particular so swollen that they looked like tumors as the creature raced along the ground. In contrast, the upper body seemed frail, its many arms each a meter in length and flailing around like thick whips.


      One of the arms attacked Tsubaki faster than the eye could see, lashing out at her even from a distance with devastating force. Here was a Zone 3 monster, and the entire area was filled with the thunder of its lightning-fast assault.


      But Tsubaki was unharmed. With one slender arm, she deflected the enormous whiplike appendage, knocking it in a random direction. The attack hadn’t even made her budge an inch. At her parry, the monster lost its balance.


      With a small sigh, Tsubaki gave Akira another smile. “Alas, it appears that now is no longer the time or place to chat. Until we meet again!”


      She turned her back on the boy and walked away without another word. But after taking several steps, she stopped and turned back.


      “Incidentally, I’m only defending myself against this monster because it attacked me. As for any others coming after you, you’re on your own. Well, good luck!” With that, she abruptly vanished from sight on the spot.


      “Sh-She disappeared!” Togami cried out in surprise. “But where?! How?! Camouflage?!”


      “No, not camo! Look over there!” Carol pointed.


      Tsubaki had suddenly appeared by the monster and delivered a powerful roundhouse kick to its beastial abdomen. The giant creature was launched into the air and disappeared into the colorless fog as though swallowed up by it. Then she leaped off the ground and streaked into the air after it, passing out of range of the hunters’ scanners.


      But the dizzying chain of events didn’t let up. Now wearing her usual smile, Alpha turned to Akira calmly.


      Get ready. Something’s coming.


      A-All right! On Alpha’s recommendation, Akira switched out his guns for the two blades that had come with his powered suit. As Alpha would be helping him use them, there was no need for her to give him a tutorial.


      Bursting from the colorless fog, a second hybrid identical to the first raced toward them, opening its mouth from so far away that doing so seemed futile. But the next instant, a beam of energy erupted from its beastly mouth, so powerful that Akira’s powered suit couldn’t entirely block it—if he tried, Carol’s powered suit would be severely damaged, and Togami would be incinerated along with his suit.


      Yet Akira did not panic. Dilating his sense of time as slow as it would go, he slashed crosswise with both blades. A wavelike X shot forth from them, gaining in size as it traveled before slicing the incoming energy beam apart. That alone wasn’t enough to neutralize the beam or even cancel it out, but the force-field trail in the X’s wake did succeed in disrupting the beam’s trajectory away from Akira and his allies.


      Even so, the beam was too strong to be knocked significantly off course. It passed right by the three hunters, missing them by a hair. Realizing how close they’d just come to death. Carol and Togami wore stiff smiles as cold sweat ran down their faces.


      “Carol, you and Togami hop on my bike,” Akira ordered, then without waiting for their reply, dashed off toward the hybrid.


      His two companions quickly did as they were told. Once they were aboard, the bike roared to life seemingly on its own and drove off—Alpha was at the wheel. The bike did not head in the direction Akira had gone but began circling the monster.


      The hybrid swung its cluster of arms at Akira as the boy approached. Like long whips made of thick flesh, the limbs stretched out at him, covering the distance between them in a flash and attacking him from different directions. Akira adroitly dodged them all, springing from the ground and leaping over them or darting off midair force fields to attain the extra speed needed to slip through them. At the same time, he swung his blades, severing the arms though they were tougher than steel beams. Of course, for the hybrid, such an injury was only a minor scratch. But the shorter its arms, the less range it had, preventing it from lashing out at Carol and Togami.


      As everything around him crawled along at a snail’s pace, Akira kept going. As hard as it had been to cut the steellike arms, that force was nothing compared to the air resistance he faced while moving so swiftly in such dense colorless fog, but his brand-new, ten-billion-aurum powered suit rendered this a nonissue. Meanwhile, the white expanse grew even whiter to his eyes as his perception switched to HD mode. The figure of his target became sharper, and he could perceive its every motion in detail, allowing him to dodge its high-speed attacks with more accuracy so he would be free to counter whenever it left itself open.


      Even now, up against one of the monstrosities that inhabited Zone 3—the kind of abomination that could even lay waste to a team of high-rankers—Akira held his ground and fought on. Of course, he had Alpha’s help in fighting, just as he had in securing his current equipment. Without her, he would have died a long time ago. But he wasn’t relying solely on her. He was doing everything he could without her aid.


      The beast mouth opened again—clearly about to fire another beam. The inside of its mouth lit up as particles of energy converged into a large sphere. In less than a second, the sphere would collapse and a deadly blast of energy would fire right at Akira. But the boy’s sense of time was now so incremental that the process seemed to take minutes, and he wasn’t going to waste that chance.


      He swung both blades again. A blazing X once again flew forward, this time toward the sphere forming in the mouth of the beast.


      The energy there was being compressed into a sphere by a powerful force field. When Akira’s slash severed the field, the energy it was amassing and holding together instantly blasted forth from the field’s cracks. Akira had expected as much and avoided the blasts. But the monster had no way of dodging something in its own mouth. Rather than firing as a beam, the energy instead shot out from the sphere in all directions like rays of light, ravaging the inside of its mouth and piercing through its beast head.


      Akira dashed headlong among the rays of light, jumped into the air and bounded off a sudden force field to land on the creature’s back, then sliced its humanoid upper body right off with a horizontal slash. As the grotesque upper body lifted into the air, he swung upward, splitting it in two.


      With this, both the beast and human portions of the monster were doomed—or so Akira hoped, but just to be sure, he decided to carve up the beast-like lower body as well. He was about to swing his sword when the enormous monster on which he rode leaped high into the air, attempting to shake Akira off its back. His mouth fell open in astonishment, partly because it was still able to move with its head mostly destroyed, and partly since each of the upper body’s severed halves were still relentlessly swinging their arms at him.


      Shocked, yes, but not paralyzed. Thrown off the monster’s back, he quickly used midair footholds to correct his posture and dodge the arms just in the nick of time. Then he faced a choice: Which part should he target first, the beast or the humanoid?


      Before Akira could decide, though, the monster’s upper body was blown to smithereens. Carol, Togami, and the gun on Akira’s support bike had fired on the grotesque aberration as one. The humanoid portion had originally been protected by an exceptionally powerful, naturally generated force field—but this defense had been receiving its power from the beast half. Severed from its power source, the humanoid was unable to endure their coordinated fire.


      Seeing his companions looking rather smug, Akira found his own tense expression relaxing ever so slightly. Then he turned his attention back to finishing off the beast half. As he did, he noticed the wounded parts of its body were already regenerating and that energy was starting to gather inside its mouth once more. In a panic, he quickly bounded through the air and catapulted himself to the beast head in an instant, then kicked it as hard as he could. The phenomenal impact knocked its head in a different direction, and the energy beam went wide, missing Carol and Togami.


      Damn, that was a close one! Had he been even a second late, the beam would have incinerated them both. A cold sweat ran down his back.


      Never fear, Alpha said confidently. Even if you hadn’t made it in time, I would have guided them out of the way. I’m driving the bike they’re on, after all. A sly look appeared on her face. You said you would handle this thing on your own, didn’t you? You’re going to have to do better than that!


      I know, I know! he said, rolling his eyes. But her taunt did the trick, and he felt more determined than ever to succeed.


      Seeing this, she smiled, satisfied. That’s the spirit!


      And she was even more pleased by how reliable and capable he’d grown to be.


      The battle against the hybrid behemoth continued, with Akira maintaining his role as the vanguard and Carol and Togami supporting from the rear. The beast attacked Akira nimbly, pouncing at him to attack with its now-split head.


      Sharp teeth grew from the crack in its skull, forming a mouth which opened wide to devour its prey. Akira leaped out of the way and swung his blade as the monster sailed past. The black blade sliced into its head and right through its neck, all the way down to its abdomen. So sharp was the sword that it could have slashed right through any of the mechs Akira had fought previously, but the beast’s skin brought the blade to a stop.


      Instantly, innumerable fangs sprouted from the wound, and the gash Akira had carved became another gaping maw, which clamped down on the blade in Akira’s right hand, trapping it in place. Startled, he slashed at the fanged jaws with his other blade—but his attack was repelled.


      You’ve gotta be kidding me! Slightly off-balance as he swung his left hand, he hadn’t been able to deliver as strong a blow as he’d wished. But with such a powerful blade in his hand, his attack shouldn’t have just bounced off like that. His face was dyed in shock.


      Meanwhile, Alpha watched calmly. Looks like it’s learned how to defend itself against your blade’s edge, she said. It must have anticipated the power of the incoming attack and strengthened a portion of its organic force-field armor to protect itself.


      Oh, come on! It can figure out how to block my blade, it fires a ludicrously destructive beam from its mouth, and it can transform its wounds into mouths—what can it not do?!


      Remember what Shirou said? About the technology in this zone being highly advanced?


      Yeah, I can see that now!


      As far as Akira was concerned, the ruin Alpha wanted him to conquer was probably going to be just as advanced, if not more so. So by no means could he show Alpha a pathetic display here. He had to prove to her he could handle whatever the future would bring.


      Now completely fired up, he pressed his foot down onto the monster’s body for leverage and yanked his blade from the iron grip of the fangs. Then he crossed both swords together and slashed. His attack released an X-shaped wave, a blast of energy that doubled in power where the two lines intersected, which penetrated the hybrid’s organic force-field armor.


      Instantly, he switched to his RL2s, lined up their sights with the pinprick gap in the force field where the center of the X had struck, and opened fire. Countless bullets flew into the hole, ravaged the monster’s insides, and blew a giant crater in the other side of its abdomen.


      But his foe was not yet defeated. On the contrary, another humanoid abomination of an upper body had regrown on its back, and once more it moved to assault Akira with its numerous arms. But before it could strike, Carol and Togami obliterated it with their gunfire.


      Akira felt grateful for the assist—then something suddenly occurred to him.


      Is it just me, Alpha, or did that new upper body seem a lot weaker?


      Technically speaking, its lower body is consuming so much energy that it can’t spare any to fortify the upper body.


      Oho, so that’s what’s going on!


      In theory, the hybrid had an unlimited supply of energy, since it could absorb energy from the very ruin itself whenever it wanted. But there was a limit to how much it could absorb in a given span of time. Hence why it couldn’t fire its energy beam over and over without pause—it needed time to gather the necessary energy between shots.


      In a pure battle of attrition, Akira would have had no hope of victory. So he needed to keep attacking the monster relentlessly to make it expend energy faster than it could accumulate more. Thus depriving the hybrid of the power it needed to defend itself and regenerate, he could emerge victorious.


      His strategy decided on, Akira contacted his companions over the wireless. “Carol! Togami! You’re doing great! Keep firing, just like that! Don’t let up for a second!”


      “Roger that!” came the enthusiastic chorus. The two kept up their assault just as instructed, destroying the upper body whenever it grew back and then turning back to the bestial lower body once more. The enemy was therefore taking constant damage from them.


      Thanks to the colorless fog in the air, their gunfire was weaker than usual, making it difficult to wound the beast half with long-range attacks alone, even as the monster was repelling Akira’s melee attacks. Under typical circumstances, the hunters would have reduced their enemy to mincemeat in an instant. The abomination’s organic force-field armor was the only thing holding it intact.


      Akira tried coordinating his attacks with those of his companions. Because his blade was more powerful than their gunfire, the monster was prioritizing defending against him, drastically weakening the section of the force field that was blocking his allies’ shots. Before long, Togami’s bullets and Carol’s laser were gouging out and scorching chunks of the beast’s flesh.


      As the battle raged on, the monster suffered more and more slash wounds from Akira’s black blades. None were particularly deep, and some of the boy’s swings were still repelled. But Togami and Carol’s onslaught was gradually chipping away at its enormous body.


      Whenever the humanoid growth on its back reappeared, it attacked all three hunters at the same time, but Akira sliced off any of the whiplike limbs that threatened him. From their amputated stumps, sharp fangs grew, morphing into gaping mouths. At the same time, the severed limbs themselves sprouted arms and legs and charged at Akira, who kicked, sliced, and blasted them until they were no more.


      For their part, Carol and Togami shot down the tentacles that stretched toward them. These then transformed into snakelike monsters that slithered swiftly along the ground toward them. But such creatures couldn’t keep up with Akira’s bike, and the pair of hunters drilled the snakes full of holes.


      Even so, the hybrid didn’t flinch. As though boasting that the humans’ attacks were fruitless, it regenerated the damaged parts of its body and continued fighting. Each time Akira slashed off another body part, it would transform into some type of monster and either attack him or go after the other two on the bike.


      The trio of hunters retaliated with everything they had, unable to let their guard down even for an instant. They were well aware that this fight demanded they give their all—or die.


      Technically, however, they still had more to give, or at least Akira did. Right then, the boy was merely doing all he could on his own. Just as he’d requested, Alpha wasn’t holding his hand through this battle. Had he asked for her full support, he could have wielded even more power on the battlefield.


      As it turned out, however, he was doing just fine without her intervention. The behemoth’s energy reserves were drying up. Eventually, the enemy was completely backed into a corner.


      But the cornered beast is most dangerous.


      Carol was keeping up her constant firing, not missing a single shot. Until now, her bullets had been razing the creature’s flesh, though it healed every injury. Out of the blue, however, a blast from her laser ripped open a gaping hole in the monster’s body—it lost nearly half its abdomen.


      All right! Akira rejoiced. Did that finally do it?! He felt quite confident that victory was at hand, seeing that Carol had managed to break through its tough exterior. Clearly its defenses had weakened so drastically that it couldn’t even maintain its force-field armor anymore.


      Alpha agreed—but her definition of “victory” was a little different from his. Yes, that finally did it. Now it knows it can’t win—and it’s planning to take all three of you with it to the grave.


      Akira gasped, shocked at what he was seeing.


      The monster’s body was already mutating even as they spoke. The gaping wound in its abdomen hadn’t come from Carol’s shot after all—it had torn its own body apart. From the center of the hole, a transformation rippled over its flesh, and all at once the creature looked almost like an enormous, half-melted hand gripping a transparent orb.


      An orb that was glowing with bright light.


      Once that mass of energy explodes, Alpha informed him, its body will undoubtedly vanish without a trace. And you three will cease to exist as well.


      It’s going to self-destruct?! Akira shouted telepathically, panicked.


      Even a monster that wasn’t above sacrificing itself wouldn’t just do so at random. Had the hybrid been able to win without dying, it would have prioritized its own survival. But once it had determined that this was impossible, it had erased “surviving the battle” from its end goals.


      All right, Akira, good work, Alpha said with a smile. You’ve done well on your own up until now. But it’s time to wrap things up. So, are you ready?


      Seeing that confident smile of hers, Akira felt convinced he could still win. Hell yeah! Let’s do this! he said enthusiastically. From here on out, he’d be fighting with Alpha’s full support. In his eyes, victory was inevitable.


      Alpha assumed control of Akira’s powered suit. She put one of his blades away, then gripped both of his hands around the other. He found himself leaping toward the glowing orb with all his might and swinging his sword with a level of technique and skill far beyond his own.


      A sharp wave pulsed from the black blade and struck the shining orb in an instant, severing it in one strike.
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      The sphere of light collapsed, releasing the compressed energy that had comprised it. Unguided, the resulting blast would have been unleashed in every direction, but thanks to Alpha’s support, Akira had directed the wave right at the orb, launching the latter away from him. The energy blazed off into the white expanse and disappeared, swallowed up by the dense colorless fog.


      The hybrid collapsed. In its last desperate bid for mutual destruction, it had compressed all of the energy in its body into that final attack. Like desiccated flesh, the bestial body petrified and crumbled to the ground, where it shattered into smaller pieces before finally disintegrating into sand.


      Akira landed on the ground. When he looked back, a mountain of sand lay before his eyes.


      Surely there’s no way it can regenerate after that, right? he said, but sounded uncertain all the same.


      Don’t worry, Alpha said with a radiant smile. It’s over. You’ve won.


      For real? All right! he exclaimed.


      Just as he put his blade away, Carol and Togami approached.


      “Way to go, Akira! You did it!” Carol said ecstatically. “Amazing doesn’t begin to describe you, you know that?”


      “No kidding!” Togami agreed. “I guess that’s a rank 70 hunter for you, though. No, considering that even the top teams of high-rankers are struggling against the monsters in the latter half of Zone 2, you’re probably even stronger than they are!”


      “W-Well, maybe.” Caught between a rock and a hard place—between knowing he wasn’t fully responsible for his victory, and the necessity of flaunting his performance as if he were—Akira wasn’t sure what to say.


      Togami misread his hesitation and gave a small smile. “I know what you wanna say: you can’t take all the credit because your gear did most of the work. But there’s nothing wrong with that, is there? I mean, being able to afford all that gear is amazing in itself.”


      Hearing that, Akira looked surprised for a moment. Then he grinned, realizing his concerns were groundless—that it was probably fine to exaggerate his own abilities a little. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. The things I had to go through to reach this level weren’t exactly a walk in the park. Even just now, that monster gave me a run for my money, you know?”


      “Yes, it sure did!” Carol chimed in, laughing. “Good thing we did all we could to help you, right?”


      “Yeah. You definitely chipped in a lot.”


      “Right from the horse’s mouth!” she declared triumphantly. “So you agree, then, that we really helped you out a lot here, don’t you?”


      “Huh? Y-Yeah.” Something about the way she said it roused his suspicions a bit, but she was speaking the truth, so he answered honestly.


      Carol nodded, and her grin widened. “In that case, could you cut us some slack with your bodyguard fee, since you admit we assisted you and all?”


      Akira realized that, despite her demeanor, her smile looked rather strained, as did Togami’s. He could guess what they were thinking, more or less. For one thing, Akira and Carol had agreed that she would pay him depending on how hard he had to work to protect her. So how large a fee would she owe him for the battle they had just concluded?


      By her calculations, it would be well over anything she was capable of paying. When drawing up their contract, they had both consented to negotiating the exact price later, but there was a limit to how far she could haggle him down. And Akira was immune to her usual fallback in such cases, namely offering her own body.


      Her anxiety was evident, and though Togami didn’t find himself in quite as dire straits, he too seemed uneasy.


      As a professional hunter, however, Akira couldn’t simply waive their debt just because they couldn’t afford to pay him. What ought he to do?


      Then he remembered Tsubaki.


      “All right, I get it,” he told them. “No charge for today—I’ll eat the loss this time. In return, though, I want you both to forget you ever saw that woman we met earlier. If anyone asks, we never saw anyone else, you hear me?”


      So serious did his face look that Carol and Togami were taken aback. But they already knew how they would respond.


      “Loud and clear!” Carol said, perking up. “Woman? I dunno what you’re talking about—I didn’t see any woman! Wow, I can’t believe that monster just attacked us out of the blue for absolutely no reason!”


      Togami couldn’t help but smirk at Carol’s hammy playacting and joined right in. “Me neither! What a rough fight! It’s a good thing we encountered only that one monster and no others, huh?”


      Despite this, they were, of course, still curious about who that woman had been—but not so curious as to risk upsetting Akira or having to pay the exorbitant bodyguard fees they undoubtedly owed him.


      “Yeah, we would have been in trouble if another had shown up,” Akira said with a grin, going right along with them. “Glad there was just the one.”


      As long as they weren’t going to say anything about Tsubaki, he was satisfied. He didn’t feel the need to go a step farther and silence them by force. In the end, they’d won against a monster in Zone 3. Any unresolved issues between them got relegated to the back burner, so to speak, and together they reveled in their victory.




      After some discussion, they decided that, for the time being, they would once again try retracing their steps, this time ignoring the ground’s elevation. Even if the colorless fog was interfering with their GPS, they could still find their way to Zone 2 so long as they knew where north and south lay.


      “Akira, what do you want to do about our connection to Shirou?” Togami asked. “Keep him cut off? Or I could set the comms to connect to him only in case of an emergency. If we get in trouble, we could have him put in an emergency request, which we could pay for with the information we’ve collected. One of those elite hunter teams should accept such compensation. The real problem is, how are we gonna explain to Shirou what happened?”


      “Yeah, good question.” Akira was torn. He hadn’t asked Shirou to stay quiet about Tsubaki, so Shirou would definitely have some questions when he came back online. Nor was he confident in his ability to play dumb like Carol and Togami while negotiating with Shirou.


      Alpha, what should I do? Hey, is it even possible to get out of here in the first place?


      Of course it is, for you. As for the others, it depends on what you’re willing to compromise on.


      Compromise how?


      Well, you know how you could have all waltzed out of here together if you’d been willing to let them know of your connection to Tsubaki?


      But wouldn’t that have been a bad idea?


      Sure, it would have. Yet if the alternative is dying here, such a compromise might be worth it.


      Oh.


      For now, try finding the exit on your own as best you can. I know the way out and could show it to you, but Carol and Togami are with us.


      Akira caught her drift. He had to get out, and Carol and Togami were preventing Alpha from helping him—so getting rid of them might be necessary to escape. All right, I hear ya. But for now, what should we do about our connection to Shirou?


      I’d suggest leaving it as it is at present.


      Akira turned to Carol and Togami. “I think we ought to hold off on having Shirou bail us out, and see what we can do on our own first.”


      The other two nodded. They didn’t necessarily agree—in fact, both thought this a bad call that would only reduce their already slim chances of survival. But they weren’t going to argue with Akira, not when he was the key to their survival, and not when, for some reason, he was so desperate to keep his link to the mysterious woman under wraps that he wouldn’t contact Shirou even under such dire circumstances. His decision made them even more intrigued about his relationship with Tsubaki, but they kept a lid on their curiosity for fear of upsetting him.


      They had no way of knowing that there was someone else present who wanted that information discovered even less than Akira did.




      With their break over, the three hunters began making their way back the way they’d come across the white expanse, in search of a way out of Zone 3. Thanks to the colorless fog, their scouting range was extremely limited, and if they traveled by bike, they might run into another monster. Thus, they’d opted to walk because they didn’t want to alert enemies to their presence. Even so, considering they’d only gone a short distance into Zone 3, they expected to reach the edge of the white space in around thirty minutes on foot.


      But thirty minutes passed, and they were still walking.


      “Something’s not right here,” Akira said with a frown.


      His companions agreed, looking around warily, and when they replied, they sounded just as puzzled as he was.


      “Yeah, this is strange,” Carol said. “We’ve been walking for well over half an hour, and yet...”


      “We should have made it beyond Zone 3’s border by now, and we haven’t,” Togami finished. “What’s going on?”


      Akira came to a decision. “Hop on my bike,” he ordered.


      With the three of them on his motorbike, off they sped.


      “What’s up, Akira? Is something wrong? Or did you figure something out?” Carol asked as they rode.


      “Hang on tight” was all he said. Alpha couldn’t directly show him the way back, not with Carol and Togami here, but she could control his bike. Even with the colorless fog so dense, she could probably prevent them from crashing into a monster somehow.


      Carol and Togami didn’t object or ask questions. It was enough for them that Akira had made this decision.


      Yet though they raced through the world of white for some time, they still found no exit. As time went on, the three of them looked more and more baffled.


      Thanks to the vast, open space, free from obstacles, Akira was making quite good time on his bike. By all rights, they ought to have made it outside of the entire ruin of Kuzusuhara by now. Yet no matter how much ground they covered, the white expanse didn’t end.


      “What the hell’s going on?” Akira muttered.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 226: The New Reina


      At the same time that Akira and his two companions were making their way through the underground tunnel, a desert utility vehicle, or DUV, was speeding across the wasteland aboveground.


      Inside, Reina was wearing a powered suit that looked like a cross between a silver set of light armor and a snow-white dress. At a glance, it seemed designed for style over function, and thus not much use in battle. But nothing could have been further from the truth. In terms of defense alone, it was far superior to a regular set of powered armor, which typically was as tough as many layers of thick steel plates. Its offensive specs were on par with its defensive ones, if not even higher. Much like the racy powered suits of the Old World, this dress-like suit served as a reminder that the top-of-the-line products intended for high-rankers often had appearances that belied their actual performance.


      Shiori and Kanae were wearing their usual maid outfits that doubled as their battle garb. However, it was clear at a glance that they, like their mistress, had heavily upgraded their weapons and armor.


      From the driver’s seat, Shiori said grimly, “Miss Reina, as I’ve already told you, I’m perfectly capable of handling this myself. Are you sure you don’t want to wait for me back at the house?”


      By now, Shiori had lost count of the number of times she’d posed this question.


      Reina was in the back seat with Kanae. Even though she knew how Shiori felt, she answered, brimming with confidence, “Why should I worry with you two around?”


      “But what if something unexpected happens? Don’t you think you should—”


      “Are you counting on something unexpected? Doesn’t seem like you think things’ll be too dangerous, or else you wouldn’t be trying to waltz on in by yourself, right?”


      “W-Well, no, I’m not counting on—”


      “Then there’s no problem with me coming along too.”


      Sighing heavily to herself, Shiori looked conflicted, but Reina projected a calm and confident attitude that brooked no argument.


      “Kanae,” Shiori appealed, “don’t you have anything to say to her, as her bodyguard?”


      “I’m not gonna tell her where she can and can’t go,” Kanae said with her usual cheeriness. “That’s not my job.”


      Shiori had expected this, but she sighed again nonetheless, this time out loud.


      “I mean, I’m gonna do my job, though,” Kanae added. “If missy ever gets into a real big pickle, I’ll pick her up and carry her to safety, even if I have to leave you behind, sis. But anything beyond that is above my pay grade.”


      “Well, perhaps.” Shiori knew that Reina had asked Kanae to accompany her, not the other way around. Attendants were not supposed to override their master’s judgment for their own convenience, so in that sense, Kanae’s take was the more appropriate one.


      Shiori’s third sigh came out heavier than ever.


      Reina spoke up again. “Good grief, Shiori. Look, if you’re really so opposed to me accompanying you, I suppose I can head back home. After all, I was the one who wouldn’t stop badgering you about going and stubbornly came along. If you feel I shouldn’t be here, I’ll defer to your decision this time, I promise.”


      “Thank you, miss,” Shiori said, feeling a wave of relief wash over her. “In that case, with all due respect, I’d like you and Kanae to—”


      “But,” Reina added fervently, “I won’t accept anything you bring back for me. I don’t care if you’ve risked your life for it or try to force it on me. In the trash it goes! That, too, is a promise.”


      Shiori found no reply, and Reina kept speaking, albeit more calmly.


      “Yes, I know you have a lot to consider, and that there’s a lot you can’t tell me for various reasons. You’re always thinking about what’s best for me, and if you think I shouldn’t come because I’m unreliable, I get that too. But the promise I’ve just made stands no matter what. Keep that in mind.”


      With that, silence fell between them. The quiet air seemed charged with their feelings.


      Shiori wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice herself for Reina, especially if she thought her death would give the girl a prosperous future. But this mindset of hers had made her more willing to take larger risks. After all, if Shiori won her bet, her mistress would live in happiness, and even if she lost, what was the worst that could happen? Dying?


      That was a risk well worth taking.


      Reina, however, had already guessed what Shiori was thinking, and countered by refusing to accept any spoils so earned. Now Shiori knew she’d be risking her life for nothing, and even a victory would be utterly futile.


      Such a gambit on Reina’s part could only have worked if Shiori was convinced of the girl’s sincerity. What if Shiori thought she was just bluffing, or speaking nonsense? Or, even if she did believe Reina meant what she said, what if she thought her death might bring Reina around eventually, leading her to accept the maid’s final gift?


      Everything hinged on how convinced Shiori was of Reina’s determination.


      And, sensing the feelings that undergirded her words, Shiori believed her. After one last, heavy sigh, she smiled sadly. “You really have matured, miss.”


      “Thank you.”


      “That was not intended as a compliment.”


      “I know.”


      Though Shiori was truly pleased to see how Reina had grown, she also couldn’t escape a sense that the girl was growing in a rather troublesome, undesirable direction.


      Kanae found both of them far too amusing.


      “So, Shiori, what would you like me to do?” Reina asked.


      “Aren’t you going to come along no matter what I say?”


      “I’d like to, but I’ll respect your decision.” Her declaration had shaken Shiori’s decisiveness, but Reina had decided to follow her maid’s directive in any case.


      In the end, Shiori relented. “All right, you may come along. There is something I’d like you to see, however.” She produced a white card from her maid outfit. It was the same one that Olivia, the Lion’s Tail general-purpose automaton, had asked Shiori to hand to Akira during the battle in the Iida Commercial District Ruins. Afterward, though, Shiori had more or less swindled Akira into relinquishing the card to her.


      Reina was clueless about what Shiori had done, but she did know what the card was and what it signified. And the sight of it shocked her.


      “What in the...? Shiori, that’s—”


      “Let me explain everything to you first,” the maid said, cutting her off. “Then you can decide whether you truly want to come along, after you’ve heard me out. In fact, it would be better for you to return home now if you’d rather not listen to me.” Her tone grew more serious. “But remember, if you do become privy to this knowledge, you will no longer be able to claim ignorance. Are you absolutely certain you want me to continue?”


      Despite Shiori’s hinted threat, however, Reina didn’t even flinch. “What are you talking about?” she said unconcernedly. “Whatever my attendant goes off and does on her own, I’ll still be held responsible for in the end. I can’t claim ignorance in such cases regardless of what I know or don’t, right?”


      Indeed, any head of household who thought such an excuse might actually pass muster was unqualified to serve as the head in the first place, and unworthy of the honor that came with the title. Their job, understood in its fullest sense, was to bear the burdens, duties, and transgressions of everyone working under them. They were considered only as competent as their most incompetent subordinate. If Shiori acknowledged Reina as worthy of the honor that came with her title, Reina had a duty to unconditionally bear the responsibilities of those under her. Such was the relationship between head and subordinate, and Reina clearly understood where each of them stood in that hierarchy.


      Musing to herself over how Reina had matured so dramatically that she seemed like a different person entirely, Shiori nodded. “Very well. Then, Miss Reina, please listen.”


      With a small, satisfied smile, Shiori told Reina everything—much of which she’d deliberately kept to herself until now.




      Reina listened intently to everything Shiori told her. She had some reservations about the method Shiori had used to obtain that card, but these paled in comparison to the shock she felt upon hearing everything else her attendant had to say.


      “W-Well,” she said when Shiori was finished, “as for essentially fleecing Akira out of that card, I’ll make it up to him later somehow. We’ll pitch some sort of compensation to him as an extension of the deal you’ve made with him.”


      “Very well, miss.”


      Reina clearly wasn’t happy with what Shiori had done, but hadn’t scolded her severely or looked at her with loathing, for which the maid was grateful. A hint of relief could even be seen in Kanae’s characteristic smirk as well.


      “So, Shiori, what are the odds of success with this plan of yours?” Reina asked.


      “I don’t know,” Shiori admitted. “At the very least, they should be greater than zero. I think one major factor will be how serious we are about taking action. Though it’s not like I can back out now anyway, as I’m under orders.”


      “Yeah, guess not.”


      “That said, if you tell me to stop, I will. Do not worry about us being punished for insubordination later. Your judgment takes the highest priority, all right, miss?”


      Now that she had all the facts, Reina reflected on everything one more time. If she wanted to continue calling herself Shiori and Kanae’s leader, she had to make this decision while keeping her position in mind, even if this meant ultimately deciding to let Shiori do as she pleased.


      “All right, let’s proceed. But we’re going to take the safest possible approach. Kanae, if things get dangerous, I expect you to make good on your promise to extract me and carry me to safety. And Shiori, I want you to escape too. None of this nonsense about sacrificing yourself to buy time for my escape or whatnot. We’re all getting out of there alive. Is that clear?”


      “Understood, miss.”


      “Loud ’n’ clear, missy!”


      Though Reina had decided to let Shiori enact her plan largely unchanged, two key alterations had been made. She and Kanae were now allowed to help Shiori, and more importantly, Reina had assumed control of their endeavor.


      “Well, it was a good thing I stuck to my guns back there,” she said softly. “If I’d backed down, I wouldn’t have learned what a dangerous bridge you were about to make me cross without my knowledge, Shiori.” Her tone wasn’t exactly critical, but she still sounded somewhat displeased.


      “Only as much as was necessary. That’s all I’ll say in my defense.”


      “Necessary, my foot.”


      “Look here, missy,” Kanae said all at once. “Sissy was just tryna make up for your inexperience, that’s all. That’s all right with you, ain’t it?”


      “Well, I suppose,” Reina said wryly. She was inexperienced, after all. But she also noted that Kanae had used the past tense, which Reina took to mean that Shiori wouldn’t have had to take such drastic measures had Reina been as capable at the time as she was now.


      Reading between the lines, the maids could tell how Reina had interpreted Kanae’s comment and how she felt as a result. Shiori smiled, and Kanae chuckled.




      Reina spent the rest of the way to their destination sitting silently in the back seat, reflecting on recent events. For the past several months, she and her attendants had been absent from Kugamayama at Shiori’s behest, officially due to “various familial circumstances on Reina’s part.” This excuse, while not a lie, served Shiori’s purposes in two ways.


      First, though she hadn’t told Reina anything at the time, it had allowed her to set the stage for the various direct negotiations that Shiori needed Akira’s white card for. But the main reason Shiori had removed Reina from Kugamayama was to prevent the girl from getting wrapped up in the conflict between Akira and Druncam—or more specifically, Akira and Katsuya. Sensing trouble brewing between them, Shiori had decided to use negotiations for the white card as a pretext for visiting Reina’s family home before the situation grew even worse.


      Reina had been away when she’d learned about Katsuya’s death. The shock of her crush dying on her had been immense, and she’d felt overwhelmed with grief, but she had been even more surprised at herself for being so taken aback. She’d always known hunters could die any time without warning, so why had Katsuya’s death come as such a shock to her?


      Then she realized the truth: somewhere in her subconscious, without any proof, she’d firmly believed that Katsuya was invincible.


      Once, when Katsuya had protected the girl who’d stolen Akira’s wallet, tensions had flared so strongly between Akira and Katsuya’s group that they’d nearly killed each other. At Shiori’s urging, Reina and her attendants had stood aside from the conflict, essentially abandoning Katsuya. By no means did she believe they had made the wrong choice. But looking back, she could see that among her reasons for doing so had been an unquestionable conviction that Katsuya would do just fine without her. In fact, despite having no basis for it, she’d believed that even if Yumina, Airi, herself, or her maids were to die there, Katsuya alone would survive. For some reason, she’d unthinkingly taken his survival for granted.


      But she’d only become aware of this once she learned of his death. And that realization drove home another one: like Katsuya, no one in this world was exempt from death. She was fortunate to still be alive. Her tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed, and good luck could turn to bad at any time.


      With this newfound epiphany, she’d begun looking ahead with a fresh perspective. No longer would she fear a future filled with the prospect of death. From now on, she would face the world as it truly was without looking away, and muster the resolve to overcome whatever realities she encountered.


      How else could she bear to have Shiori and Kanae continue attending to her?


      With Katsuya’s death, therefore, Reina’s own exceptional talent had finally blossomed. She would never return to his side with newfound confidence like she’d dreamed of. But in exchange for losing the one she’d loved, she had gained a courage and strength that she could take pride in.




      After parking their vehicle just outside the Mihazono Town Ruins, Reina and her attendants observed the state of the site from afar. Upon seeing the Lion’s Tail officials occupying the path leading to the Hunter Office branch building, accompanied by numerous maids and butlers, the three of them looked tense.


      “Guess they’re already here waiting on us. I figured as much,” Kanae said.


      “Unfortunately, that does seem to be the case,” Shiori agreed.


      “Which means someone told them that we were coming,” Reina said. “Shiori, what else do you think has leaked? Any chance they already know what we’re after?”


      “I can’t say for certain,” pondered Shiori. “But I don’t see how they could have figured that out—though considering they felt the need to bring an entire army, I’m guessing they at least have an inkling.”


      “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” Reina said with a sigh. She thought for a moment. “Hey, Kanae, do you suppose they also know why we’re here? Can you tell anything just by looking at them?”


      “Hm... Call it a hunch, but most likely not.”


      “Then they’re only standing there to ensure that we see them and realize they’re waiting for us. All right, ladies, let’s try to get as far as we can without them noticing.”


      Reina and her entourage put their plan into action. After parking near Mihazono’s factory district, they turned on their gear’s camouflage.


      “So far, so good,” the girl said. “Now, let’s go, as carefully as we can.”


      Leaving behind their DUV, they made their way on foot into Mihazono’s business district, then proceeded through the ruins toward the Serantal Building. They encountered several monsters along the way but, thanks to their advanced camo, were able to proceed unnoticed. Such camouflage concealed visible light, infrared light, the delicate vibrations made by feet moving over the ground, and even deviations in the airflow around objects as they passed by. At the moment, Reina and her maids could not have been harder to detect had they been invisible and moving as stealthily as possible.


      And yet they knew they were still in danger of being spotted by the very people they were trying to hide from, so they continued on with the utmost caution until they reached an exceedingly dangerous place.


      From the upper-floor window of a skyscraper, right on the edge of the boundary they’d chosen not to cross, they looked out over the area before them—the Serantal Building grounds. They could clearly see two military units stationed there. One was Kugamayama City’s defense force—the same unit that had been working to conquer Zone 1 until Yanagisawa had dispatched them here to eliminate any trespassers on sight. The other belonged to Lion’s Tail and was composed of maids and butlers, each armed with weapons and armor originally meant for elite hunters. Both units were maintaining their distance from one another, as though to ensure neither would get in the other’s way, but that didn’t change the reality Reina had to contend with: the building was currently sealed off with a double layer of security.


      “Well, I’d figured this might happen,” she said, looking grim all the same. “And of course, it’d be impossible to break through them. Don’t even try it, Shiori.”


      Shiori furrowed her brow but nodded. “Don’t worry. I was thinking I could take on the city’s defense force if it was alone, but with Lion’s Tail here too, combat is out of the question.”


      “So if only the city’s defense force were here, you would have just charged in?” Reina said, her tone hardening.


      “No, of course not, miss,” Shiori said, brandishing the white card. “I simply meant that with this at my disposal, I could have done something about it.”


      The maid suggested that their camouflage would have reduced their likelihood of being spotted by the city’s defense force. And even if they’d been spotted and a fight had broken out, the building’s AI would have regarded them as visitors rather than trespassers, as long as they made it close enough for the AI to see the card Shiori held. Then the defense force would have likely concluded that Reina and her maids weren’t enemies. By no means had Shiori been planning anything reckless—or so she claimed to Reina.


      Reina understood the logic behind Shiori’s plan. However, the potentially high payoff did not mitigate the risks involved. Such an endeavor would still have put Shiori’s life in danger, so Reina’s glare did not soften.


      As Shiori looked somewhat taken aback by Reina’s reaction, Kanae grinned. “Now, now, missy. No need to rake her over the coals for that, is there? She’s gotten so used to covering for your weak points that she’s just overprotective of you, that’s all. And she also knows you’ve matured a lot and would just stop her before she did anything reckless anyway, right?”


      “Right,” Reina and Shiori said in unison, both looking quite sheepish. Kanae was correct, but neither of them enjoyed having to hear these things from her, of all people.


      Regardless, Kanae had identified the root of the problem and thereby helped them move on to the next topic of discussion—namely, what they should do from here on out.


      Their most pressing goal was to make contact with Olivia, the automaton from the Old World Lion’s Tail. And they wanted to do so legally, safely, and properly, if possible. Such had been Shiori’s goal when she’d been prepared to head to the Lion’s Tail branch store on the Serantal Building’s fifty-seventh floor all by herself. The information on said store had come from her superiors—and as for how they had come to know about it, the maid dared not ask.


      But how were they now to bypass the military units in front of the building and gain access to it? Reina and Shiori started brainstorming together.


      “Mm, I’m just not sure,” Reina murmured. “We obviously can’t break through with force, and they’ll see right through our camo. If only there were a hidden route nearby! You wouldn’t happen to know of something like that, would you, Shiori?”


      She’d spoken half in jest, fully expecting her attendant to say no such route existed. But to her surprise, Shiori answered, “A hidden route? Actually, er, I just might.”


      “Really? Are you serious?” Reina asked, incredulous.


      “I only said I might know; I’m not entirely sure. Do you recall that female hunter named Carol that we encountered in this ruin’s factory district, miss? She was traveling with Akira at the time.”


      “Yeah, how could I forget, considering what a rough time we had there?”


      “Well, apparently she’s also a talented surveyor. Now that I think of it, she had quite a lot of information on the Mihazono ruins that should seemingly have been impossible to come by, wouldn’t you say? She knew how to open those containers in the factory district, for instance. I think if anyone was aware of a way to enter the Serantal Building safely, she would be the one.”


      Reina considered and realized Shiori was right. “True, she probably would know.”


      “But there’s a potential hiccup here. Once we turn to her for help, she’ll know we’re trying to enter the Serantal Building for some reason, and she might leak that to someone else. The question is, how much of a problem will that present?”


      Reina thought for a moment. “Not much at all, probably. The presence of Lion’s Tail means a fair amount of intel on our activities has already gotten out, so what difference can she make at this point? Let’s give her a call.”


      “As you wish.” Shiori quickly tried to contact Carol via her terminal, but the call didn’t connect. “It’s no good, I’m afraid. The call failed. Perhaps she’s out of range right now. I’ve left her a message to contact us at her earliest convenience.”


      “All right. Then we’ll wait for a bit to see if she calls back, and if she doesn’t, we’ll just have to think of something else. Say, Shiori, you’re not the only one who can use that card, right?” Reina had just had an idea—and she knew Shiori would find it quite unsavory, if the look on the girl’s face was anything to go by.


      “Correct,” Shiori said, her stern expression making it clear she knew exactly what Reina was thinking, “but I think letting anyone else handle it would present a serious obstacle to our goal of approaching Miss Olivia in an amicable manner.” She produced the white card again. “I obtained this by negotiating with Mr. Akira. By rights, therefore, it’s ours, and I doubt he would try to claim his right to the card again after all this time. But Miss Olivia was not involved in that agreement between Mr. Akira and us, so she still thinks that Mr. Akira is the owner of the card. Thus, if we use it to make contact with Miss Olivia, she might regard our actions as unauthorized.” In order to prevent this outcome, Shiori wanted to head directly to the branch store and make contact with the Old World Lion’s Tail in person, even if it meant trespassing in the heavily guarded Serantal Building.


      “Right, okay. So it’s too dangerous to try?”


      “I didn’t say that. There’s still a chance Miss Olivia might cut us some slack.”


      “But we shouldn’t bank on that either,” said Reina. “We’d have to explain right away why we have Akira’s card. If she thinks we’re using a stolen card, I’m sure there’ll be trouble.”


      “Indeed. Ideally, Akira could explain the situation to her for us. Should I try contacting him?”


      “Yes, please.”


      Shiori nodded and tried to call Akira, but again proved unsuccessful.


      “He’s unavailable too?” Reina said with a frown. “We’re really running out of options here.”


      Though they preferred to approach Olivia amicably if possible, in the end they would have to contact her one way or another. Time was ticking, and they weren’t sure when or even if Carol or Akira would return their calls. So what to do?


      Reina felt quite torn. Try to contact Olivia, fully aware of the dangers? Or wait and hope the situation resolved itself on its own? Neither option was ideal, but she had to choose, and to bear the responsibility of that choice as Shiori and Kanae’s employer.


      Even so, she didn’t let the pressure get to her, and she kept thinking. But before she reached a decision, things took an unexpected turn.


      “Miss Reina,” Shiori announced, “you’re getting a call from Miss Carol!”


      “Really? Great! Put her on!”


      Seeing the obvious relief on her mistress’s face, Shiori relaxed and answered the call. But the voice on the other end was one they’d never heard before.


      “Sorry, but you’re not gonna reach Carol. Akira either.”


      Shiori was stunned. The caller ID indicated that Carol was the one on the other line, but the voice clearly belonged to someone else—someone who already knew that they’d tried and failed to contact Akira too. The maid was on the verge of hanging up immediately.


      But the stranger continued, “Whoa, now! I wouldn’t hang up if I were you. Akira’s and Carol’s lives depend on it, y’see.”


      “Who are you?” Shiori asked warily.


      “Right, I should introduce myself. You can call me Shirou.”


      Shiori knew that name—not, however, as a name belonging to an Old Domain User from Sakashita Heavy Industries. “Shirou, is it? That name certainly has been making the rounds as of late. I’ve heard a rumor that anyone who uses that name can have all traces of their whereabouts erased from data records, for instance.”


      This rumor was the result of one of the tricks Shirou had used to conceal himself from Sakashita. Through underground channels, he’d spread the rumor himself. That way, numerous criminals would use the same name, and the real Shirou’s presence would be concealed among all the fakes, making it harder for Sakashita to pin him down. He’d also given credence to this report by manipulating the data of these criminals himself, using techniques he’d learned at Sakashita. So skilled was he that even the best of the best intelligence operatives couldn’t tell he’d tampered with the data—in other words, it became virtually impossible for them to discover the identity of anyone who used the alias “Shirou.” Consequently, an increasing number of people caught up in underground criminal activity had started calling themselves by that name.


      “I dunno who the hell started that rumor or why, but it’s convenient, so I’ve begun using the name too,” the voice said. “But my real identity doesn’t matter anyway, right? What’s really important is that Akira and Carol are in deep shit.”


      “What’s happened to them?” Shiori asked.


      “Right now, they’re exploring the Kuzusuhara depths, and they’re in serious trouble. You wouldn’t want to see them die, would you? Better hurry up and save them before it’s too late!”


      “And why should I believe you?”


      “If you don’t trust me, would you rather hear it from them instead? I could connect to Akira and Carol, you know—but then you’ll owe me a favor. Are you down with that?”


      Shiori glanced at Reina, awaiting her employer’s answer.


      “Very well. Put me through,” Reina answered, her expression calm.


      “You got it!”


      Akira immediately picked up. “Akira here. Is that you, Reina?”


      Hearing his voice on the other line, Reina felt a powerful wave of mixed feelings surge through her. “Yes, it’s me. Sorry to cut right to the chase, but I have to ask: Are you currently in the Kuzusuhara depths, and have you gotten caught up in serious trouble?”


      Her emotions threatened to overwhelm her, but she kept them at bay. Though speaking with her beloved’s killer, she neither cowered nor hung up.


      She confronted him head-on—she was done running away.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 227: A Deal with Shirou


      A gigantic monster with a bizarre human-shaped growth atop its animal body lay on the ground in the white expanse, motionless—slain by Tsubaki’s hand. Unlike the hybrid that Akira and his allies had defeated, this one was still in one piece. Tsubaki had killed it instantly, never giving it a chance to drain the last of its energy and thereby trigger its dissolution into sand.


      After easily making quick work of the monster, Tsubaki stayed where she was for a while, watching Akira’s party from a distance. The colorless fog in the air was so dense that even with her extremely advanced Old World functionality, she couldn’t perceive them visually. Even so, she had her ways of observing them well enough as they fought.


      “At this rate, they’ll win,” she muttered to herself in disappointment. “Alas, I daresay he won’t need my help after all.”


      Given that Akira was engaging a Zone 3 monster while looking after his two companions, she’d anticipated that he might need her help. But Akira’s performance had exceeded her expectations, and her hopes had been in vain.


      With no reason to stick around any longer, Tsubaki turned on her heel and left. But she didn’t get far before stopping in her tracks.


      “What do you want? I thought business between us was already taken care of,” she demanded.


      Just ahead of her, decked out with Old World gear, stood a girl.


      ◆


      Akira and his companions were still on his bike, racing through the white expanse in search of an exit. Akira looked extremely concerned.


      “What the hell’s going on?!” Carol exclaimed. She wore a similar expression, her feelings having grown from mere puzzlement into genuine alarm.


      “Carol, where does the map say we are right now?” Akira asked.


      “Way outside of the Kuzusuhara Town Ruins!” she replied.


      “And not because the colorless fog is screwing up our positions on the GPS or anything, I take it?”


      “Nope, not at all. However badly it might have miscalculated our bearing, we’ve been heading in a straight line the whole time. There’s no way we should still be in the ruin by now.”


      “Then what the blazes is going on?”


      As Akira and Carol tried to wrap their minds around the baffling situation, Togami sighed. “I guess when they say anything can happen in an Old World ruin, they really mean it, huh?”


      Though that hardly counted as an explanation, Akira found it the most logical one he’d heard so far, and it helped him calm down. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said, looking relieved.


      Old World technology was sufficiently advanced as to be indistinguishable from magic to the denizens of the New World. Thus, it wasn’t unthinkable that Akira would encounter some bizarre phenomenon here that he didn’t understand. But after experiencing ruin after ruin, Akira had become accustomed to their surprises, and had come to assume that the remains of the Old World had no shocks left in store.


      Finding one had therefore stunned him beyond belief.


      Togami’s comment brought this realization to the forefront of his mind, which helped him calm down. Now that he thought about it, unforeseen situations in ruins were hardly anything new to him, so he didn’t need to be flustered just yet. After all, he’d overcome each and every one he’d encountered thus far, hadn’t he?


      Only someone with the inner strength and confidence he now possessed could have adopted such a perspective.




      Upon seeing that the bewilderment and uneasiness in Akira’s face had vanished, Carol also felt relieved. “Yeah, you’re not wrong, Togami,” she said, reminding herself that indeed, anything could happen in the ruins—she knew that even better than Akira did, in a sense.


      Togami found it a little odd that they both looked so much less anxious all of a sudden, but he didn’t dwell on it too much. As long as their most capable fighter had calmed down, that was all that mattered, really. “So, Akira, what should we do? Keep heading in this direction for now, or turn back?”


      “Good question,” Akira replied. “Oh, hold that thought—I’m getting a call. Hmm? It says it’s from Reina.”


      “What? Reina? Why her?” exclaimed Togami. “Wait, before that, how are you getting a signal in the middle of all this colorless fog?”


      “No clue!”


      Akira hesitated to answer Reina’s call, and not just because of the inexplicable signal. Though generally rather dense when it came to human relations, he had at least managed to pick up on how much she’d cared for Katsuya. As the one who’d killed him, he found the idea of talking to her made him a little uneasy.


      “Well, I guess I’ll pick up and see what happens,” he finally said. “Just a moment.” He answered the call. “Akira here. Is that you, Reina?” he said, sounding slightly uncertain.


      “Yes, it’s me. Sorry to cut right to the chase, but I have to ask: Are you currently in the Kuzusuhara depths, and have you gotten caught up in serious trouble?”


      Akira was so surprised by this question—and even more by who the one asking it was—that all disquiet at the thought of conversing with her fled from his mind. “Hold up. Just how did you know that?” he demanded.


      “Because I told her,” Shirou answered, cutting into their call.


      “You again?”


      Akira considered hanging up right away, but Shirou spoke up before he could.


      “Whoa, now, this time I wouldn’t hang up if I were you. You’ll lose your only chance of getting out of there. And since you’re serving as Carol and Togami’s bodyguard at present, it’s your responsibility to make sure they survive, right?”


      Akira reluctantly saw his point. Several seconds of silence passed, but he stayed on the line.


      That was enough to convince Shirou he had backed down. “Good boy. Here’s the bottom line—we can discuss the deets later. I’ll help you get out of here, but in exchange, you aid me in setting up a way to negotiate amicably with that woman.”


      “What? Don’t tell me you’ve spilled the beans to Reina’s team!” Akira said, his voice hardening.


      “Relax,” Shirou replied in a tone meant to reassure the boy. “I told them only what they need to know, and I also have a filter on this call to make sure they can’t hear anything they shouldn’t. Come, come, let’s not interrogate each other. We’ve got bigger fish to fry right now. Oh, and it might be a good idea to set up a filter on your end too, unless you’re cool with Carol and Togami eavesdropping from here on out.”


      Okay, Alpha.


      Already done, she answered.


      Now Akira could speak telepathically to Shirou through Alpha. All right, go ahead, Shirou.


      Very well, Shirou said.


      As the two youths began their confidential discussion, Carol and Togami noticed that Akira was talking to Shirou without speaking out loud. However, as some especially pricey gear for high-rankers allowed hunters to communicate wirelessly without having to use their voice, they didn’t find it suspicious. Assuming that Akira was merely discussing something he didn’t want them to hear, they waited patiently for him to finish.


      First off, how exactly do you plan on helping us get out of here? Akira asked Shirou.


      I’ll spare you the jargon, the other boy replied. A good chunk of this is just speculation on my part in any case. Basically, I think you’re in an extended space right now—probably the kind where you have to create a new entrance each time you enter and leave.


      An extended space? The hell’s that?


      Like I said, I’ll explain all that later. Not that I’m much of an expert on it anyway. But for now, just know it’s some really amazing tech from the Old World. Imagine some bizarre place where you can enter what looks like a small hut on the outside, only to find yourself in a space as vast as a skyscraper, and you get the basic idea.


      O-Okay. Right now, Akira knew, escape was his top priority, as Shirou had said. The details of these “extended spaces” were probably important, but not as much as escaping. So Akira chose to leave the mysteries of the Old World technology mysterious for the time being.


      Anyway, Shirou went on, when you three first entered that space, you came through an entrance generated by a device in that underground tunnel. This mechanism probably activated automatically. Now, normally the same device would be on the other side as well so that you’d be able to leave, but for whatever reason—an authentication issue, if I had to guess—it’s not opening for you guys. Don’t ask me why, or how the other device back in the tunnel activated for you just fine. Beats me.


      All right, whatever, Akira said. Bottom line, how do we get out of here?


      Well, since you got in by going through the underground tunnel, we just need to reactivate the original device on the tunnel side. I’ll take care of that somehow. But be aware that if you agree to my terms, whatever method I use will be up to me—whether heading there myself all alone, bringing companions, or sending other hunters in my place, I don’t wanna hear any complaints. So what do you say?


      Akira hesitated. Not that he had any problems with the method of escape Shirou had described—it made sense and sounded likely to work. The issue was Akira’s end of the bargain. Shirou wanted him to help find a way to negotiate peacefully with Tsubaki, but Akira wasn’t confident he had that kind of pull with her—not by himself, at least.


      To begin with, he wasn’t even sure whether he could trust Shirou—was he being honest about his goal? And even if it were possible to negotiate amicably with Tsubaki, should he really agree to help Shirou? Alpha could probably arrange things somehow if he asked her, but was that the right move here? He had the feeling the answer was no. At the same time, if he turned Shirou down, he and his companions might never escape from here.


      But was that a good enough reason to try persuading Alpha to help Shirou? Again, he wasn’t sure.


      As Akira groaned to himself, agonizing over how to answer, Shirou sensed he could easily convince the boy with a little more pressure. So he offered a suggestion that, at least on the surface, sounded like a compromise. All right, how about this, then? I’ll help you escape now as a favor, and you can pay me back later.


      A favor?


      Yeah. I mean, I get it. You’ve probably got some circumstances of your own that make it difficult for you to introduce Tsubaki to me, and I don’t wanna force you into it. After all, the key detail here is that she needs to be approached amicably. Did you know that just recently, Sakashita tried negotiating with her, and she blew the point man’s bodyguards to smithereens? And in the end, apparently, only the guy’s severed head made it back!


      R-Really? Thinking that he might very well meet a similar fate if he weren’t careful, Akira looked rather ill at ease.


      Suffice to say, negotiating with an Old World AI overseer is pretty damn dangerous—and quite lucrative if we can find a way to do business with her safely. Shirou continued guiding the conversation in a direction that he was sure would persuade Akira. But like I said, I don’t want you to think I’m coercing you into agreeing here, like claiming I’m your only hope or something. I’d rather not piss off Tsubaki by threatening a friend of hers, ’cause then I’d have no chance with her. So please believe me when I say I’m not trying to force you.


      Having made it abundantly clear that he didn’t want Akira to feel threatened, Shirou continued, However, I still want your help. Which is why I’m proposing that you just repay my favor later. Look, I’ll even help you out in other ways after you escape if you want, until you feel like helping me would be a fair trade. Whaddya think?


      And what happens if you keep helping me but I never feel it’s a fair trade? Akira countered.


      Then we’ll come up with something else you can do for me instead. I mean, a rank 70 hunter who owes me a huge debt? I’m sure I can find a use for you somehow, Shirou said cheerfully.


      Akira hesitated again, but this time, he was more inclined to accept Shirou’s offer. What do you think, Alpha? Any objections to me agreeing? She was indirectly involved as well, after all, so if she said no, he’d turn Shirou down and think of some other way to escape.


      But she just smiled. I don’t mind. Seems better than turning down a plan of escape that allows for witnesses.


      O-Oh, yeah. Good point!


      Akira took her comment to mean she believed this method of escape was preferable to “silencing” Carol and Togami. And he was basically correct, though technically Alpha just didn’t want to run the risk of upsetting Akira if she said he had to kill them.


      She had additional grounds for encouraging him to take Shirou’s offer too. A key reason she valued him so highly was the sincerity with which he took on his commissions and paid off his debts. At the moment, he was determined to conquer Alpha’s ruin out of a sense of obligation, to repay her everything she’d done for him, and she needed him to keep that attitude until the deed was done. Turning him into a fraud who skipped out on repaying what he owed would backfire on her. Thus, Alpha was doing her best to keep him faithful to his obligations, even if that required coercing him a bit.


      Even more than this, however, on the off chance that she introduced Shirou to Tsubaki and Tsubaki ended up killing him, Alpha wouldn’t have cared less. In fact, Akira’s impression of Tsubaki might deteriorate—conveniently for Alpha.


      So Alpha gave Akira the go-ahead, and he agreed to Shirou’s proposal. All right, deal, Akira told the fugitive. But, FYI, you can’t get me in your debt that easily.


      Yeah, yeah, I know, I gotta earn it, Shirou rejoined cheerfully. Well, no time like the present. I’d like to come meet you myself, but I can’t get there on my own. So I’m gonna have to hire some bodyguards first. Would you mind if I use you as a reference?


      Come again?


      See, if I’m gonna try and get hunters to accompany me to some bizarre place they’re not familiar with, the more negotiation cards I have in my hand, the better. I was thinking if I could mention I’m doing this as a favor to you, it might be a good card to play. Plenty of hunters would jump at the chance to have a rank 70 hunter owe them something, right?


      Okay, fair enough.


      So yeah, since it’s better to have more cards at my disposal, are you all right with me name-dropping you? Oh, and don’t worry, I’ll pay their hiring fee. I’m not gonna make you pay it on the grounds that it’s an expense for rescuing you or anything. So what do you say? Can I use your card?


      Sure, go ahead.


      Great! Then I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just don’t die on me in the meantime, all right? Later! Shirou ended the call.


      Akira brought Carol and Togami up to speed, though leaving out any mention of Tsubaki. Hearing that help was on the way, Carol sighed in relief.


      “Thank goodness! Now we’ve actually got a fighting chance of getting out of here.”


      “Yeah, that’s a load off my mind,” Togami said, with a heavy sigh of his own. “I really gotta thank Shirou for this later. But, Akira, does he really have the money to hire hunters to take him all the way here? You know how much that would cost?”


      “Well, hmm. Maybe he’s planning on paying them with the map data of that tunnel, or selling the data to get the money?”


      “That’s probably it,” Carol agreed. “Well, no helping it at this juncture.” Their data was valuable, but not as much as their lives.


      All three of them found nothing amiss in Shirou’s plan. Carol and Togami had only heard what Shirou had said indirectly, so nothing they knew had raised any red flags. Akira had spoken with Shirou directly, of course, but lacked the negotiation skills to sense whether the other boy might be pulling the wool over his eyes.


      For her part, Alpha had picked up on a strange detail but kept it to herself, figuring that in the end it might be more convenient for her that way. Using a negotiation “card” and using “Akira’s card” were not the same thing. The former was only useful in business deals, while the latter could open doors to much more, including military force. But Shirou had deliberately misled Akira into thinking they were the same.


      ◆


      Hearing Akira’s voice, Reina resolved to talk to him without letting the complicated feelings in her heart sway her. So when Akira warily asked how she knew of his trouble, she was prepared to answer.


      But Shirou cut in first. “Because I told her.”


      “You again?”


      “Hey now, I’m still speaking,” Reina began, but Shirou ignored her. “E-Excuse me, Akira, but could you listen to what I have to say before you hear him out? Akira? Hello?”


      But Akira went right on continuing to talk to Shirou as though he hadn’t heard her. “Don’t tell me you’ve spilled the beans to Reina’s team!”


      “Relax,” came Shirou’s voice. “I told them only what they need to know, and I also have a filter on this call to make sure they can’t hear anything they shouldn’t.”


      With that, Reina realized that her voice was no longer reaching Akira, that she’d played right into his hands so he could use her to open a line to Akira.


      “Dammit! I was tricked!”


      She scowled, and Shiori wore a dark look.


      “You sure were, missy,” Kanae said with a grin that completely contrasted with their expressions. “But, well, since you’re already on the call, might as well keep listening in.”


      Seeing Kanae’s carefree attitude brought Reina back to her senses. With a deep sigh, she agreed. “Yeah, guess so.”


      And so, still logged in to their call, she eavesdropped on the rest of Akira and Shirou’s conversation. Thanks to Shirou’s filter, there were parts of it she couldn’t make out, but she did learn some things. For instance, she was able to confirm that Akira and his companions were indeed currently trapped in the Kuzusuhara depths, and that they needed Shirou’s help to get back home. She also now knew that the agreement between Akira and Shirou contained details that she and her attendants weren’t supposed to know.


      The boys wrapped up their conversation, and Shirou signed off with Great! Then I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just don’t die on me in the meantime, all right? Later!


      At last! Now that Shirou was done, her turn had come. She could finally speak to Akira as she’d intended—and then Shirou cut off her connection to Akira completely.


      “Excuse me, what do you think you’re trying to pull?” She didn’t raise her voice, but there was a quiet, authoritative force behind her words that indicated how upset she was.


      However, Shirou was used to hearing this sort of voice. Compared to the bigwigs at Sakashita, she seemed no more imposing than anyone he might meet on the street. Completely unfazed, he replied, “Now, now, let’s not start pointing fingers. I’m in a hurry, remember? If you want to have a nice, long chat with him, save it for after we’re done here, okay?”


      “And what is it we’re ‘doing here,’ exactly?”


      “Simple. I’m gonna ask the Old World Lion’s Tail to send me some bodyguards. For that, I need Akira’s card—you know, the Lion’s Tail card you’ve got that still technically belongs to him.”


      Reina was wholly nonplussed for a moment. But she quickly came to her senses and said gravely, “What on earth are you talking about?”


      “What kind of a question is that? I’m pretty sure I was perfectly clear. Akira just gave me permission to use his card, and since he’s the rightful owner, that means I can use it. Easy to understand, nothing to dispute. Right?”


      Reina and her attendants had only heard parts of Shirou and Akira’s conversation, but she had indeed caught that portion of their exchange. Or more accurately, she suddenly realized, he let us hear it on purpose. That way they’d all be on the same page, laying the groundwork for the explanation he’d just given her.


      “H-How do you know all that?!”


      “Come on, details later, remember? Like I said, I’m in a rush. I don’t have time to sit here and nitpick everything with you. Or are you trying to waste my time on purpose, stalling me for some reason? Like getting in the way of me saving Akira’s life, for instance?”


      That shut Reina up, effectively preventing her from prying any further or learning any more about the situation. It also robbed her of the time she needed to think things over rationally. Now she had very little time to decide whether to let Shirou use the white card, with very little information to go on.


      “No, that’s not the case at all,” she said quietly.


      “Didn’t think so. Then let me use the card already. Like I said, it’s Akira’s, and he gave me permission, so I shouldn’t have any problems. At least, that’ll be better than someone with no right to the card using it without his permission, wouldn’t you agree?”


      Reina looked even more fearful. Just how much had he found out about their situation? Did he know everything? “Even if I did let you use it,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “I need to inform Akira about his rights as that card’s owner first. Let me speak to him.”


      “Wow, before he’s rescued? Not after? That’s pretty gutsy, I’ve gotta say! If I were in your shoes, I’d be worried he’d think I was threatening him.”


      “How so?”


      “Look, you took advantage of Akira’s ignorance to swindle that card out of his possession. What if he misunderstands? Do you want him to think that if he doesn’t acknowledge that transaction as legitimate, you won’t let me use the card to rescue him? He might take it that way, you know.”


      Reina couldn’t completely discount that possibility, she realized. Now she had even fewer options, especially since she’d picked up on Shirou’s hidden threat—he could easily lead Akira to that misunderstanding if he wanted to. Shirou held total control over their line to Akira, and as long as he could feed the latter biased information, Reina stood little chance of successfully clearing things up afterward. And since Shiori had in fact obtained the card from Akira through underhanded means, he would have even more reason to believe Shirou over her.


      On the other hand, did all this really justify allowing Shirou to use the Lion’s Tail card? Wouldn’t that move be just as dangerous for her and her attendants? As far as she could tell, it would be safer to keep the card away from Shirou, even if that meant letting Akira die in the process.


      Shirou sensed as much and switched tactics from coercion to compromise and gentle persuasion. “Well, you’ve probably got your reasons why you can’t hand it over to me so readily. But isn’t it more convenient for both of us if Akira survives? Afterward, he’ll owe us one and have to return the favor. So shouldn’t we be working together instead of against each other? Look, I know I’m being a little pushy here,” he added frankly, “but I’m dealing with my own issues as well. To be completely honest, I’m kinda desperate right now. So if you’ve got any conditions for letting me use that card, lemme know. I’ll do anything you want, as long as I can. Or if handing the card to me will cause trouble for you somehow, I’ll do all I can to help you resolve it. I can be pretty useful, you know? Though by now you’ve probably already figured that out, I bet.”


      Reina’s gut told her that Shirou was speaking sincerely, and she lowered her guard a little. Then she made her decision.


      “All right, you can use the card. But I’ve got two conditions. First, you’ve got to come meet us as yourself. No envoys, no one acting on your behalf—and you can’t conceal or disguise your identity. If you can’t even tell me your real name and show me your face, I can’t possibly trust you.”


      “No problem. And the second?”


      “Take us with you to where Akira is. I want to explain the situation to him directly, and as you already know, we owe him. I want to take this opportunity to return the favor.”


      “Are you just going to tag along, or guard me too?”


      “We can do either. Though I’d prefer whichever option helps Akira more.”


      “Then bodyguard it is,” said Shirou. “All right, that works too. You’re hired! We’ll hash out the details of your payment later, but anyway, I accept your terms. Let me use the card.”


      “Not until after you get here,” Reina insisted. “You already know our location without me telling you, I assume? When can we expect you? If you make us wait too long, the deal’s off.”


      Inwardly, Reina felt a little apprehensive that he would say she was demanding way too much and back out of their agreement. But rather than letting this show, she doubled down and put even more pressure on him.


      No poker face could hide her surprise at his answer, though.


      “I’m already here, actually.”


      “Huh?”


      The next moment, Kanae’s smile vanished. Suddenly she was in front of Reina, already assuming a battle stance. An instant later, Shiori followed suit.


      Roughly ten meters ahead of Reina, Shirou suddenly appeared. “Hey, now, no need to get all hot and bothered! I made sure to appear a good distance away, didn’t I? Didn’t want you to freak out. Er... Should I have done so even farther away?”


      “That would have helped, yeah,” Kanae said, returning to her usual breeziness—on the surface. Inwardly, she couldn’t contain her shock. Regardless of how heavily camouflaged the boy might have been, she couldn’t believe she’d allowed anyone to get that close to her employer without her noticing. She silently chided herself for her slipup.


      “Noted. I’ll remember that next time,” Shirou said with a grin, then walked right up to Reina and her maids. He removed his hood, exposing his face, then reintroduced himself. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Shirou. The real Shirou. That’s actually my name, you know. Did I ever say I was using a fake one?”


      Reina sighed. What a fool she’d been! So Shirou had been his real name all along, even as he misled her into thinking it was an alias. And no wonder he knew so much about their circumstances—he’d been nearby the whole time, eavesdropping on their every word! But though she was frustrated with herself, she kept a straight face, introducing herself as if nothing were amiss. “I’m Reina.”


      “You may call me Shiori,” said the maid, following suit.


      “The name’s Kanae!” said her companion.


      “Charmed,” Shirou said with a smile. “All right, I’ve come here as you requested, and I didn’t hide my identity. Both conditions cleared.” He turned to Reina and held out his hand. “So gimme.”


      “Shiori,” Reina ordered, holding one hand out toward her maid.


      Shiori handed Reina the card. Reina wanted to be the one to give it to Shirou to show her attendants that she alone would bear the responsibility for this decision. She held the card out to the boy. “Do bear in mind that if you misuse this card, I can’t guarantee your safety.”


      She said it casually, but she was completely earnest. Should Shirou attempt anything even slightly suspicious with that card, she would assassinate him on the spot and recover it.


      “Yeah, yeah, I know already,” he said, taking the card from her.


      Then he gave it right back.


      Naturally, Reina was so bewildered she couldn’t speak for a moment, stammering until she managed, “Y-You’re not going to use it?”


      “Already did.”


      Shirou had only wanted the card so he could contact the Old World Lion’s Tail through legal means. Now that he’d done so via the Old Domain, he could handle the rest on his own. Besides, upon connecting by means of the card, he’d also registered himself as Akira’s guest. The card had served its purpose for him.


      In response to his summons, Olivia appeared in his augmented vision. Just like Alpha when Akira saw her, the image looked so real it seemed she was actually there, standing before him.


      Thank you for using Lion’s Tail, she said to her customer with a polite bow. Mr. Shirou, you are here on Mr. Akira’s referral as his guest, correct? My name is Olivia, and I will be handling your case today.


      Yes, that’s correct. Pleasure working with you.


      First, allow me to confirm the terms you’ve stipulated. The job is to start immediately, with no specified end date, though this could change on a month-to-month basis. The job details are as follows: to serve as Mr. Shirou’s bodyguard so you can head to Mr. Akira’s rescue, though should a scenario arise in which the designated Lion’s Tail unit has to work beyond the scope of the basic fee, you’ve agreed to pay extra. Do I have that right?


      Yes, that’s all correct.


      If you wouldn’t mind, may I propose an alternative suggestion regarding these terms? Assuming that rescuing Mr. Akira is your goal, why not just request a Lion’s Tail unit be sent to his rescue? That seems like a safer option for both Mr. Akira and you, Mr. Shirou. Would you like me to modify the terms?


      Had Shirou truly been prioritizing Akira’s safety, Olivia’s proposal would have made perfect sense. Akira would have had a much higher chance of survival with that plan.


      But Shirou wasn’t attempting to hire Olivia for Akira’s sake. He just wanted a bodyguard from Lion’s Tail to protect himself.


      No, thank you. My request is for Lion’s Tail bodyguards to accompany me. Rescuing Akira is only one part of those terms. Keep them as is.


      Very well.


      So when will you be available to start? he asked. If possible, I’d like it to be right now.


      Immediately after payment has been confirmed.


      Ah, right. Okay, sounds good. He didn’t know how far away the real Olivia was, but she probably wouldn’t start heading his way until he paid, so he figured he ought to do so without delay.


      Then he saw the bill. Say what?! he screamed in the privacy of his own head. Five million chrome for the base fee alone? Damn, that’s expensive! Well, once upon a time, it would have been reasonable—more or less like five million aurum today—but still!


      And yet, refusing to pay such a high price wasn’t an option. Not just anyone could hire Olivia, even with five million chrome. Had he not made use of both of the coincidences he’d come across—namely encountering Akira in the tunnel via Togami, and Reina and her entourage approaching Shirou’s location with the card in their possession—it wouldn’t have been possible for him either.


      So he couldn’t waste this opportunity. He paid the five million chrome without a second thought.


      Payment confirmed, Olivia said with a cordial smile. Very well, our contract starts now. I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations, Mr. Shirou.


      Thanks much. By the way, how long will it take you to get here?


      “I’m already here.”


      “Wha?!”


      Kanae grabbed Reina and darted away in a flash, with Shiori on her heels. Then they took up positions in front of Reina, ready to protect her.


      Belatedly, Shirou realized what had happened as well: Olivia had already shown up while they were talking and, still camouflaged, had stood in exactly the same position as her AR image. Then she’d simply deactivated her camo as soon as Shirou had paid.
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      Shirou and Reina both froze in shock. Reina came to her senses first, addressing Olivia hesitantly.


      “E-Er, I’m—!”


      But before she could finish, Olivia cut her off. “My apologies, but this unit is currently contracted with someone else already. To file a request with our company, you will need to do so through one of our other units.”


      Reina closed her mouth. Olivia’s reply brooked no argument, and Reina couldn’t interfere with Olivia’s work lest she incur the automaton’s displeasure. “V-Very well. Apologies for my rudeness,” she said.


      By then, Shirou had recovered from his own shock. “All right, shall we head right over to where Akira is?” he said. Then, turning to Reina and her attendants, he added, “That is, if you’re still up to tagging along as my bodyguards. But if we’re gonna do this, we need to make tracks. I don’t have time to wait around while you dillydally.”


      With that, he activated his camo and dashed toward the exit. Olivia followed after him.


      Reina hesitated for a moment, then came to a decision. “All right, Shiori, Kanae! Let’s do this,” she said, forcing herself to seem enthusiastic.


      Her two attendants smiled.


      “Understood, miss.”


      “You got it, missy!”


      Unexpected developments had complicated things quite a lot. But Reina didn’t let them faze her. She and her entourage took off after Shirou and his new bodyguard.




      Exiting the building from which Reina had been scoping out the Serantal, Shirou hopped on a camouflaged bike parked just outside. He had a high-speed desert utility model, but of a smaller variety, so there wouldn’t have been room for Reina and the others to ride with him.


      “I’ll send you my route,” he told them before driving off. “Follow it on your own.”


      Olivia took off after the bike on foot. Reina’s group couldn’t mimic her: the route Shirou had sent stretched all the way from their current location in Mihazono to the Kuzusuhara depths, so even with their powered suits, there was no way they could cover that distance by running.


      Furthermore, the path was entirely underground, so they couldn’t merely travel along the surface and meet up with Shirou and Olivia afterward. On the map of the underground tunnel, there was no route they could see that would lead back up to the surface.


      “Well, Shiori? Any ideas?” Reina asked.


      “If we’re going to accompany them, then we have no choice but to follow this route, I suppose.”


      “Yeah, guess so. Well, let’s get to it!”


      Just looking at the map, it was clear that their journey would require them to force their way in at some point. Even so, Reina chose to press on.


      “Now this is gonna be fun!” Kanae commented delightedly.


      Shiori, knowing full well that Kanae measured “fun” by how much danger her bodyguard target Reina was in, scowled at her.


      But Reina replied with a grin, “Go ahead, enjoy yourself all you want.”


      Kanae looked surprised at her employer’s remark, but then her smile came back even wider. “Hey, missy, what’s the big idea? Shouldn’t you be scolding me for not taking your safety seriously?”


      “Why would I? Unless you think you’re not skilled enough to protect me and have fun at the same time?”


      That caught Kanae off guard again. Then a teasing grin spread across her face. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you, missy?”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “It was a compliment.”


      “If you say so. Now come on, you two, we’ve no time to waste!”


      Without further ado, Reina charged forward with all the power at her suit’s disposal. Shiori and Kanae were right behind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 228: Lion’s Tail, Inc.


      The commander of the Lion’s Tail unit surrounding the Serantal Building was a maid named Pamela. She was currently on a call with Chloe, her employer.


      “Then Reina hasn’t come your way yet?” Chloe asked.


      “No, Miss Chloe,” Pamela answered. “I haven’t spotted her or her attendants yet.”


      “Huh. I was sure she’d come to the Serantal Building. Maybe my guess was off?”


      “It’s also possible she came here, saw the barricade we’ve constructed, and gave up,” the maid said. “But I’m certain she couldn’t have slipped into the building beneath our notice. With not just our unit stationed here but the city’s as well, there’s no way she’d manage to sneak in without getting caught.”


      “Agreed. Well, there’s also the chance she just hasn’t shown up yet. Maintain your positions and keep watching for now.”


      “Understood, miss.” At that moment, Pamela noticed something in her augmented vision, filled with pop-up windows containing the visual data from all of her unit’s subordinates. “Hmm? What’s this?”


      On several of the pop-ups, she could see a DUV blazing toward them from outside the ruin. Inside were Reina and her entourage.


      “She’s here, Miss Chloe!”


      “Oh, marvelous. Then I’ll leave her to you.”


      “I’ll warn Reina and the others to turn back, but what if she chooses not to comply?”


      “Up to you as well.”


      “Understood, miss.” Interpreting her employer’s response to mean she was authorized to use lethal force, Pamela prepared for action.




      As Reina and her maids sped toward the ruin, they received a local transmission from Pamela.


      “Greetings, Miss Reina! My name is Pamela, an attendant for Miss Chloe. She has something she’d like to discuss with you, so please bring your vehicle to a stop.”


      Reina frowned when she heard the name Chloe. “Wait, so that’s Chloe’s unit guarding the building? Give me a break...”


      Shiori wore a look suggesting she knew exactly how her employer felt. “Well, miss, with that new information, would you still like to proceed?”


      But Reina didn’t even bat an eye. “Yeah. We’re breaking through.”


      “Very well,” Shiori said with a nod, and hit the accelerator.


      Pamela couldn’t hear their conversation. However, the abrupt increase in the DUV’s speed told her their answer. “As you wish. Remember, you were warned. Eliminate them!”


      At Pamela’s command, a number of her personnel, stationed along the border separating the ruin from the wasteland, all opened fire at once. Not content with warning shots that would cause the driver to brake, they were clearly seeking to destroy the vehicle, with no regard for the lives of those riding inside.


      Reina’s DUV wasn’t some run-of-the-mill car—it was, in fact, as high performance as the gear they carried on them. But the Lion’s Tail guns weren’t exactly the cheap kind that any old hunter could buy either. Each was so destructive that any high-ranking hunter would have been glad to equip it. Even a vehicle as sturdy as Reina’s wouldn’t hold out for long.


      Naturally, Reina, Shiori, and Kanae weren’t about to just let it get pulverized. Since their attackers had shot first, they now had carte blanche to fire back, and they did so without hesitation, blasting away with the mounted guns on their automobile. Their goal was not necessarily to destroy their attackers, just to break through their lines. Yet they couldn’t afford to concern themselves with the lives of their enemies either, and their gunshots were exceedingly lethal.


      As Pamela’s people maneuvered to avoid getting shot, Reina’s group took advantage of their disarray to forcibly enter the ruin. But their foes didn’t merely stand down and let them. They pounced through the air, attempting to board the DUV. Normally, inertia would have hindered their movements once airborne, but their elite gear defied such expectations as they seemingly leaped off empty space, flying even higher or abruptly changing directions to avoid the bullets whizzing past even while aiming to land on the vehicle’s roof.


      Of course, Shiori and Kanae weren’t about to let that happen. Leaving Reina inside, they climbed up onto the roof to intercept Pamela’s subordinates—Shiori slashing with her sword and Kanae punching away with her fists. One Lion’s Tail butler tried to block Shiori’s blade with his knife—he succeeded, but the impact knocked him away from the DUV. A maid tried to stop Kanae’s punch with a knife, but Kanae changed the trajectory of her fist in mid-swing and sank it into the maid’s abdomen, sending her flying into the wall of a nearby building. Both the butler and maid were confident experts in melee combat, but Shiori and Kanae outclassed them.


      Even as they fell, however, four more Lion’s Tail fighters ricocheted through the air toward Shiori and Kanae. The two in front drew blades of light as they approached, ready to strike, while the other two held back and prepared to fire their guns.


      Prioritizing the pair in front, Shiori and Kanae leaped forward to intercept them. They dodged the incoming sword strikes and closed with the enemies in front, preventing the two in the rear from getting a clear shot, then struck back as they came within melee range. But the enemy service personnel didn’t fall, and those in the vanguard boosted their force-field armor as the maids attacked.


      In the process, the enemies weakened their energy blades—but they’d never intended to actually hit Shiori and Kanae with them in the first place. As the maids dodged, they found themselves seized with viselike grips.


      By the time the two women realized their grave mistake, it was too late. The pair of foes in the rear opened fire on Shiori and Kanae, their bullets tearing right through their allies who were holding the maids in place. Though their armor allowed them to get by with only minor wounds, it didn’t completely negate the impact of the bullets, which blasted Shiori and Kanae far from the vehicle.


      Separating Reina from her two attendants had been the vanguard’s aim from the start. Now the rear guard merely needed to enter the DUV and subdue Reina inside—or so they thought.


      But all at once, the rear guard found themselves under heavy gunfire, which hammered the two Lion’s Tail marksmen and easily swatted them into the distance. Reina was leaning halfway out of the DUV, a gun in each hand, and was blazing away relentlessly.


      As the two melee fighters in the vanguard were wounded—shot through by their own colleagues—they couldn’t keep Shiori and Kanae restrained. But they’d served their purpose, and were sliced and pummeled by the two maids, who then left them collapsed on the ground.


      Then they hurried back to Reina and glared at her. Though they hadn’t intended to let themselves get separated from the girl, the vehicle was sturdy enough to keep her safe until they returned—had she just stayed inside. But she’d knowingly courted danger by leaning out the window.


      “Miss Reina, we appreciate the assist, but that was a dangerous move,” Shiori said. “Please get back in the DUV where it’s safe.”


      “That was a pretty ballsy move, missy,” added Kanae. “You got a death wish or somethin’?”


      Even knowing what they were thinking, however, Reina stood firm. “If it looks like you’re in trouble, I’m going to help, and that’s final,” she said. “What could I do if I lost you two? And if you don’t like that, then do a better job of reassuring me you’ll be fine on your own.” With that, she ducked back inside the vehicle.


      Shiori and Kanae glanced at each other and rolled their eyes.


      “Looks like there’s no room for error now,” Kanae said. “What a hardass, eh?”


      “I’d rather believe she’s just concerned for our safety,” Shiori replied. “But more importantly, we’ve got company.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I’m on it,” Kanae said, readying herself to intercept another incoming wave of Pamela’s goons.




      Not far away, a couple of hunters who happened to be in the area spotted Reina’s vehicle and the commotion surrounding it—and immediately turned to run.


      “Whoa, whoa!” yelled one. “The hell’s happening over there?! A fight?”


      “Aren’t both sides wearin’ Lion’s Tail uniforms?” wondered the other. “Why are they fightin’ each other? And out in the middle of the ruin?”


      “Who cares?! Let’s get the hell outta here!”


      Both hunters were pretty average, so the prospect of getting wrapped up in a clash between powers that rivaled high-rankers was utterly terrifying to them. Shelving their questions for the moment, they fled the ruin as fast as their legs would carry them.




      Monitoring her subordinates’ scanners, Pamela observed Reina and her attendants, puzzled.


      Are they really planning to head straight into the Serantal Building from there?


      She mulled this possibility over. Even if, for argument’s sake, Reina and the others naively, pitifully believed they could break through her unit’s defenses, the three of them would still have to contend with the city’s unit. Surely they weren’t so foolish as to think they could penetrate both. Perhaps they’d just decided to rush in recklessly without thinking, but Pamela hadn’t gotten that impression.


      Reina and her maids had some reason, then, to believe they stood a chance of pulling this risky maneuver off. But if so, what could it be? Pamela turned her gaze to where the city’s defense force was stationed.


      Maybe they’ve already made some kind of deal with the city, and so now they only have to worry about getting through us?


      What if the city personnel just stepped aside and let Reina enter? Or worse, supported her? As implausible as this might seem, it would certainly explain why Reina believed such a reckless plan had merit. And the more Pamela entertained that idea in her head, the more it made sense, and the grimmer her expression became.


      Reina and her attendants are one thing, but I can’t afford to underestimate the forces at the city’s disposal. Perhaps I ought to exercise more caution here. Lion’s Tail wouldn’t have a problem simply stopping Reina, but Pamela needed to make sure there wasn’t the slightest chance that the city might join the fight.


      With that in mind, she issued another order to her subordinates.


      Her people were spread out all around the Serantal Building, strategically placed to spot Reina regardless of which direction she came from. Having now spotted her DUV in the distance, they were about to intercept it when Pamela gave them a new order: head for the Serantal Building instead and tighten the security around its perimeter.


      Now Reina and her attendants would never be able to enter the Serantal Building, even with the city’s help. Flush with confidence, Pamela couldn’t help but grin to herself.


      Glancing around, Shiori and Kanae suddenly found themselves bereft of enemies to fight.


      “Ah, man, are we done already?” Kanae pouted.


      “It seems so,” said Shiori. “Now let’s just hope they don’t catch on to where we’re headed and forestall us.”


      “No worries, we’ll just smash through them again,” Reina interjected from the desert utility vehicle, still charging straight toward the Serantal Building. “Let’s go, ladies!”


      With that, the vehicle veered sharply to the right, turning on a dime with no loss in speed. Under such inertia, a typical truck would have flipped over five times at least, but the DUV’s high-tech auto-balancer canceled out most of the centrifugal force. Shiori and Kanae took care of the rest, kicking a nearby building to help the vehicle maintain its balance.


      As they shot off in their new direction, the maids looked ahead of them, but saw no sign of Pamela’s subordinates there.


      “Looks like we’re in the clear!” Kanae declared.


      “Indeed,” Shiori mused. “Pamela appears to have bought the idea that our aim was to break through the Serantal Building’s defenses, and so pulled her troops back to cordon it off. It seems running such a high-stakes gambit was worth it after all.”


      To an observer, the way they had charged the building would have seemed quite reckless. However, their maneuver had merely been a ruse to deceive Pamela and her troops, creating the illusion that Reina’s goal was to break through to the Serantal. Of course, Reina’s side had no way of knowing whether this plan would work—perhaps Pamela would suspect a trick and continue to attack them anyway. But the enemy commander had found herself baffled at the two maids’ battle tactics and Reina’s daredevil charge, and her desire to find a logical explanation for these oddities had led her astray.


      Shiori sighed, relieved that their ploy had somehow worked out. But as she looked out over the landscape before them, her face remained grim. “Well, that’s quite concerning,” she said, pointing directly ahead. “I can’t imagine Pamela’s lackeys have already circled in front of us and sealed that area off, so what’s going on up there?”


      Ahead of the speeding DUV was an extremely sturdy-looking wall. Much like a foundation beneath a large building, the wall had no door, window, or any other kind of aperture. They fired the vehicle’s mounted gun at it, unleashing countless bullets that could pierce holes in iron bricks, but they failed to even scratch its surface.


      And every moment, their DUV hurtled closer and closer to the wall at top speed.


      “Y’know, sissy,” Kanae remarked, “if Shirou’s info was bogus, we’re about to be in a world of trouble.”


      “Let’s worry about that after we confirm he’s actually deceived us,” Shiori said. “For the nonce, Miss Reina has decided to trust him, so we need to do the same until events prove otherwise.”


      “If you say so!”


      For all they knew, Shirou had pulled the wool over their eyes and they were about to crash right into the wall. Thanks to their state-of-the-art gear, Reina and her maids wouldn’t end up grievously injured, but they would have a harder time fleeing Pamela with their mode of transportation destroyed. Camouflage was one option, but the enemy already knew their general location and would find it easier to spot them. Any error in Shirou’s data now meant checkmate for Reina, regardless of whether Shirou had been aware of it.


      The mounted gun continued to pepper the wall, but its bullets weren’t even leaving marks. And their vehicle was rapidly approaching the wall.


      Shiori drew her sword. “Kanae, I’ll need your assistance!”


      “Roger that, sissy!” her partner said, raising her fist.


      Just before the DUV collided with the wall, both maids leaped forward and struck it with all their might. But sword and fist met only air, and the vehicle shot right through the wall and into the underground tunnel beyond.


      Shiori and Kanae landed on the roof once more, relieved and smiling sheepishly.


      “A hologram and force-field combo,” Kanae mused. “Man, even up close, I couldn’t tell that was fake at all!”


      “Probably Old World technology,” Shiori said. “I imagine this means there are other corridors similarly hidden all over the East.”


      Now it was clear why their mounted gun hadn’t damaged the wall. Though it had blasted through the force-field shield behind the hologram, even their top-of-the-line scanners couldn’t see past the facade, giving the impression that the bullets had been completely ineffective.


      “There’s no way any other hunters who’ve visited this ruin could have seen through that illusion,” Kanae said. “So how did this Shirou dude figure it out, I wonder?”


      “Good question. We’ll just have to ask him when we meet up again,” Shiori replied. “Though whether he’ll answer us is another matter.”


      From inside the vehicle came Reina’s exhilarated voice. “Phew, that was close! I seriously thought we were gonna crash! Shiori, Kanae, you two okay?”


      “We are fine, miss.”


      “Right as rain, sissy!”


      “Great!” cried the girl. “Then let’s hurry and catch up with Shirou! Full speed ahead!”


      Onward they sped through the underground tunnel, hot on the trail of Shirou—and, of course, Akira.


      ◆


      In the maintenance room of what was essentially a mobile desert fortress, a girl dressed in black was listening to her subordinate’s report. Next to her was a butler who, standing closer to her than the many other service personnel in the room, clearly held a special status that the other attendants did not. His name was Latis, and he was, in fact, a close aide of Chloe, Pamela’s employer.


      The girl was Chloe herself.


      After hearing Pamela’s report, Chloe stared hard at her—or rather, at her three-dimensional AR image. When she spoke, though, her tone contained no trace of rebuke.


      “So just to make sure I understand, Pamela, Reina didn’t enter the Serantal Building after all. Is that correct?”


      “Precisely, miss. She may have eluded us, but we’re certain of that, at least.”


      Watching from a distance, Pamela had seen Reina’s DUV pass through the holographic wall and disappear, and had immediately sent her subordinates to investigate. The results had left her feeling equally relieved and confused. Reina’s, Shiori’s, and Kanae’s scanner readings had all vanished quite some distance from the Serantal Building, so clearly they hadn’t made it inside. So far, so good. But Pamela was baffled as to why they’d headed off in an entirely different direction instead. Try as she might, she couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation.


      Pamela had explained as much to Chloe, who was now pondering what Reina’s objective might be.


      “It sounds to me like Reina was in a hurry,” the girl mused. “But for what purpose, I wonder?”


      Though Pamela didn’t like having to admit a mistake to her employer, she felt a duty to correct her. “A hurry? No, miss, I don’t think that’s the case. They were speeding up just to mislead as to their goal, I believe.”


      The entrance to the underground tunnel had originally been within the area guarded by Pamela’s personnel. But when Pamela thought Reina’s team was trying to force its way to the Serantal, she’d tightened the cordon around the building, leaving the tunnel entrance unguarded.


      “Nah, that’s not what I meant,” Chloe said breezily, who had already figured out as much as Pamela had. “I’m simply wondering, why did she feel it necessary to take such risky measures?”


      Couldn’t Reina and her maids have just approached the tunnel cautiously using camouflage before Pamela’s force ever noticed them? Why choose to show themselves instead? This was what Chloe couldn’t puzzle out. Maybe they’d expected to need the DUV’s mounted gun to break through the wall’s force-field shield, but then why not just carry powerful weapons on their persons instead? They must have understood that such an approach was more viable than deliberately revealing themselves to Pamela.


      So Reina must have had a reason for entering the tunnel by means of a vehicle specifically. In that case, they could have just waited for Pamela and her subordinates to leave first. Moreover, Pamela’s investigation of the tunnel suggested that it likely had more than one entrance—Reina could have just searched for one of those and used it instead, bypassing Pamela and her troops entirely.


      But she hadn’t. For whatever reason, she’d felt the need to enter the tunnel right then. Time had been of the essence, so much so that she’d risked an open confrontation with Pamela.


      What could have driven Reina to such extremities? That was the key question here, as far as Chloe was concerned, and she was struggling to find an answer. “Wherever they’re heading, it must be far enough away that they can’t make it there in time on foot. And it’s apparently somewhere they can’t reach by traveling aboveground. Somewhere they wanted to get to so badly that they needed to fight you and your troops. Say, Pamela, know of any places like that?”


      Pamela had the sense that her employer was voicing her thoughts out loud as an implicit rebuke—perhaps annoyed that her underling’s error had foisted this conundrum on her. “I honestly don’t,” she admitted stiffly. “And I think the only way we’ll find out is by hearing it from her own mouth. I’ve already sent a unit in pursuit, but would you prefer I go and join them personally?”


      “Nah, no need. You and the rest of your troops stay near the Serantal Building for now. We can’t rule out the possibility that Reina’s just a decoy to draw you away from there. Besides, if it comes down to it, I’ll need you there to break through the city’s defenses and enter the building yourself.”


      “Very well, miss.”


      “All right, that’s all I’ve got. Anything else happens, contact me.” Chloe hung up, and Pamela’s three-dimensional image vanished from the room.


      At that moment, Latis, who’d been silently standing next to Chloe the entire time, spoke up. “Miss Chloe, seeing you’re so chagrined that Reina and her attendants escaped, you should have just ordered Pamela to kill her to start with. We’re not inside the city walls right now, so you wouldn’t receive too much punishment for pruning the family tree a little.”


      “Look,” said Chloe. “I didn’t give Pamela a direct order to kill her, but I did grant her permission to. And I know she understood me. So it was her decision not to do so, and her decision that allowed Reina to escape.”


      “But—” Latis began, but Chloe cut him off with a big smile.


      “Relax, Latis. It’s a pity Reina got away, but I’m not gonna punish Pamela for it. Considering I simply told her to prevent Reina from entering the Serantal Building, her judgment was sound. And that includes deciding whether it’d be worth killing one of our own family members just to prevent a trespassing attempt.”


      “I-Indeed. I apologize for my thoughtless remarks.”


      Chloe smiled. She didn’t necessarily mind that Latis was prepared to earn her ire in order to defend Pamela, even pointing out that it was her vague orders that had led to the present situation. But she had now made the decision to overlook Pamela’s failure, and there was a limit to how far she would let him go. “I won’t tell you not to stick up for your colleagues, Latis, but just make sure it doesn’t get in the way of your job. Okay?”


      Latis heard her message loud and clear. “Of course, miss,” he said after a moment’s hesitation, the only crack in his otherwise calm demeanor.


      “Now, Pamela will take care of things over there,” Chloe said, “so you need to get ready too, Latis. Your turn’s almost up.”


      “Understood, miss.”


      As if of their own accord, the room’s facilities came to life. Multijointed arms descended from the ceiling and assembled a set of powered armor over Latis’s body, as if piecing the parts of a robotic doll back together.


      Instead of riding a mech, he was essentially wearing one. At least, such had been the idea behind the powered armor’s design, and even though it was a pain to equip, its performance was outstanding.


      And Latis knew that where he was heading, he would require such power.


      “You look so cool!” Chloe said with a grin. “Enough to make a woman fall for you.”


      “I appreciate the compliment, miss,” Latis said with a polite bow, taking her comment in stride.


      There were six others in the room besides Latis who’d also been suited up in powered armor like his. Five of them were Latis’s subordinates. Chloe now turned her gaze to the sixth one.


      “I know it’s a bit late to ask, but are you really sure you want to go through with this? We’ll be fine, but for you, there’s no going back.”


      “I don’t care,” said a voice from the powered armor’s external speaker.


      “So you’re willing to make enemies of both Kugamayama City and Sakashita? You do realize that’s what’ll happen, right?”


      Indeed, the individual was well aware of the severity of the crime they were about to commit. “Yeah. And FYI, I hate Sakashita with a passion. So mentioning them just makes me even more motivated.”


      “Wow, awfully feisty, aren’t we?” Chloe said. “Very well, just watch your back. When this is all said and done, we’re looking forward to a long and fruitful partnership with you. Ready, Latis? Time to move out!”


      An outer wall of the room opened, revealing the scenery outside: Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths. One by one, Latis and the other six flew out into the ruins.


      “The world outside the city walls is so much fun,” Chloe mused to herself. “Have you been enjoying yourself so much all this time too, Reina?”


      She smiled, thinking of her fellow family member who’d ventured beyond Kugamayama before Chloe had found a chance to.


      ◆


      Shirou sped through the underground tunnel on his bike, driving as fast as his cutting-edge, desert-oriented model would allow. One might have supposed that he was counting on the tunnel to be free of monsters since Akira’s group hadn’t encountered any here, but the truth was that he trusted Olivia, who matched his bike’s speed even though she was on foot, to take care of any threats that might show up.


      I’m impressed—even at this speed, she’s not having a bit of trouble keeping up. Well, I guess that’s why she cost five million chrome to hire. If she’d fallen short already, I’d have wasted my money.


      He was counting on Olivia to prove just as capable in combat as a Front Line hunter. Why else would he have dipped into his precious reserve of chrome to hire her, after all? So he pressed on, unconcerned about any creatures getting in his way.


      In fact, he mused further, it looks to me like she’s slowing down to keep up with me. She could probably run even faster if she needed to! Curious, he decided to test his guess. “Hey, Olivia, can I ask you something? Could we get to Kuzusuhara faster if you just carried me, bike and all?”


      “If that’s your bike’s top speed, then yes, I would say so.”


      “Then it wouldn’t be any trouble at all for you?”


      “I’ll do that if you wish. But as such a task is a slight departure from your original request that I serve as your bodyguard, I will be charging an additional hundred thousand chrome. Is that acceptable to you?”


      Shirou needed to hurry to where Akira was, but he needed to conserve his chrome so as to keep Olivia in his employ longer. After a moment’s hesitation, he prioritized the latter. “Oh, nah, in that case, never mind.” He’d sacrificed a lot for his goal, even to the point of fleeing Sakashita Heavy Industries, and he’d need Olivia’s strength to see it through. “Hey, just FYI, I’m going to have a bunch of other requests for you going forward, so please confirm any extra charges with me first, like you did just now.”


      “I most certainly will.”


      At that moment, Shirou noticed a scanner reading—something was approaching from behind. He recognized Reina’s vehicle.


      “Whoa ho ho, they actually followed us! Didn’t expect that... Olivia, what should we do about them?”


      “Are you asking whether protecting them falls within the scope of your initial contract with me? Yes, it does. Furthermore, any additional bodyguard tasks that you pay me extra for would extend to them as well, though I can exclude them from those if that presents a problem.”


      “Gotcha. Then yeah, guard them just like me, but only within the scope of the original job. For any extra requests, don’t include them.”


      “Very well.”


      Reina finally caught up to them, her DUV keeping pace alongside Shirou and his bike. Shirou saw she was calling him.


      “Looks like we’ve got the faster wheels here,” she said. “Say, we’re in a hurry, right? Wanna hop on? You’d make it there faster.”


      “Sure, why not?” he replied.


      “Then we’ll brake so you can get on board—”


      “That won’t be necessary,” Olivia interrupted, grabbing Shirou and his bike. Flying into the air, she landed right on the roof of Reina’s vehicle.


      Shirou was so startled it took him a moment to come to his senses and bring his bike’s tires to a stop. Yet Olivia’s movements were so natural and precise that Shirou didn’t even find himself off-balance as he was lowered onto the roof.


      “Th-Thanks, Olivia. But care to tell me why you didn’t charge extra for that just now?”


      “While you hired me to be your bodyguard first and foremost,” she explained, “I can still do menial tasks for you at no additional charge. Using me as a means of transportation, as you suggested earlier, goes beyond the definition of menial.”


      “Ah, yeah, that makes sense.”


      At that moment, the roof’s hatch opened, and Reina stuck her head out. “If you’re in such a hurry, surely you could have found a faster way than riding a bike, no?” She sounded somewhat astonished.


      Shirou climbed off the bike and grinned disarmingly. “Probably. But whether I could have thought of something else at the time is a different story.”


      “Point taken. Oh, feel free to toss your bike in the back.” The DUV’s rear door popped open.


      Olivia gave Reina a polite bow, then flew behind the vehicle, bike in hand. She kicked an invisible platform in the air, flinging herself through the open rear door. Reina beckoned Shirou to come inside, and both of them dropped through the automobile’s top hatch.


      Now, with all of them aboard the same vehicle, they sped up, hurtling through the underground tunnel even faster.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 229: City of Illusions


      Still lost in the white expanse, Akira’s group had decided to retrace their steps and wait for Shirou to help them escape. Most likely, after following the same route they’d taken upon first arriving, Shirou would be able to generate a path connecting the underground tunnel and Zone 3. If he did so, the entrance to said path would probably reappear in the same place as well.


      But turning back didn’t guarantee they could find that place. For one thing, there was nothing but white as far as the eye could see, and no distinguishing landmarks that might help them get their bearings. Nor could they rely on GPS to deduce their current location. Most critically of all, however, this was an extended space—the same distance that might normally carry them far from the Kuzusuhara ruins would just leave them trapped in the white expanse. In the day-to-day world, you could return to a place just by returning the way you’d come, but now they couldn’t count on such mundane logic.


      Still, judging that heading back would be better than remaining where they were, Akira and his companions had piled onto his bike and driven off.


      “Carol, where are we right now?” the boy asked.


      “Another kilometer, and we’ll be right back where we were before—according to the data, at least,” she replied.


      “We’ll know if we arrive and find the corpse of that monster still there, right?” wondered Togami.


      “Probably,” said Carol, then added, “Although, given how strange this space is, its corpse could have just vanished after we defeated it.”


      “Even though only a short time has passed since then?”


      “Do you really think logic like that applies in a place like this?”


      Togami had no rebuttal. “Guess not,” he said with a sigh. “Only thing we can do is head back to where the data says our original position was, I suppose.” He fully understood there was no way of knowing whether that data was accurate, but he (and Carol) figured it was better than nothing.


      Akira was mostly thinking along the same lines as well. Of course, he could have asked Alpha where they were, but he chose not to, as he didn’t want Carol and Togami to interrogate him about how he knew. Simply saying he had a hunch wouldn’t suffice, not when they were in such an exotic space that defied all known logic. Nor could he expect to hide the fact that he knew from someone like Carol, who was exceptionally astute at negotiating (not to mention on friendly terms with a schemer like Viola)—should he try to play dumb in front of her, she would definitely see through him. What was more, now that they’d met Tsubaki, Carol might think whatever he was trying to hide from the rest of them was somehow related to Tsubaki and her relationship with Akira.


      Thus, in the end, Akira judged that it would be best for him to stay uninformed and not to ask Alpha any questions. He would simply proceed on the little information he had, the same as his companions.


      Eventually, they arrived at the place that their data claimed was their starting point, and looked around. The remains of the hybrid they’d destroyed were nowhere to be found.


      Akira sighed. “Well, with no landmarks along the way to guide us, we probably just veered a little off course at some point.”


      Carol and Togami nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably it,” Carol said. “We’re not too far off, I bet.”


      “Right,” Togami said. “Let’s just wait here for Shirou. I’m sure we’ll see him.”


      So they rested, waiting for Shirou to arrive. But not even five minutes had passed before their break came to an abrupt end. Up in the sky, beyond the dense curtain of colorless fog, they detected a reading so large that even the adverse effects of the fog weren’t enough to conceal its presence from their scanners.


      As they followed the reading on their equipment, a fragment broke off of it and headed in their direction, albeit at a sluggish pace. With no time to waste, they climbed back onto Akira’s bike and drove some distance away. They observed this smaller object for a while, watching cautiously from afar, when it dropped out of the fog and into view at last.


      It was another hybrid, but already dead. Just like the one they’d fought, it had the peculiar humanoid growth on its back, but the lower body, rather than resembling a beast, looked like a cross between a bird and a fish.


      And its side was caved in, as if it had been punched by an enormous fist.


      The battered corpse crashed to the ground with a deafening boom! As Akira and his companions stood there, in shock at what they’d just witnessed, several other hybrids dropped out of the sky, one after another. All were riddled with large bullet holes or featured enormous scars like the first one as they dropped like rocks and slammed into the ground.


      Then they detected a last, different object descending—a red mech. Unlike the others, this one was not in free fall; it lowered itself to the ground on gigantic boosters with ease. Even for a mech, its arms were extremely thick, with gigantic, powerful-looking fists. The fists were covered in blood and guts—the remains of its attacks on the monsters lying in a heap on the ground.


      Relieved to see a mech instead of yet another monster, Akira’s party relaxed ever so slightly. But they weren’t about to let their guards down. There was no guarantee that the person on board the mech was friendly, even if they were also a hunter.


      At the same time, the driver in the red mech didn’t know what their intentions were either. The two parties stood there for a while, sizing each other up.


      Then, all at once, an unexpected voice resounded through the machine’s loudspeaker.


      “Akira? Is that you?!”


      The red mech’s pilot emerged and alighted to show that he wasn’t hostile—and it was none other than Tatsukawa.




      Since Tatsukawa hadn’t met Carol or Togami before, brief introductions were in order.


      “Name’s Tatsukawa, and I’m head honcho of Dragonriver,” he said.


      “I’m Carol. Pleasure to meet you!”


      “T-Togami. I’m from Druncam.”


      Unlike the others, Togami felt like a fish out of water. Akira had already made Tatsukawa’s acquaintance and, for better or worse, wasn’t concerned about rank dynamics between hunters. Carol was used to dealing with high-rankers through her side job, so being face-to-face with the Dragonriver commander didn’t faze her either. But Togami was just an above-average hunter by Kugamayama City standards, and in the presence of someone who greatly outclassed him, he found himself starstruck—not to mention rather nervous, since (thanks to being linked with Carol and having access to her database) he could see on his HUD that the man was rank 78.


      Tatsukawa, for his part, looked a little confused upon hearing Togami’s introduction. “Druncam? Oh, that syndicate in Kugamayama City, got it. Er, don’t take this the wrong way, but I find it kinda hard to believe that any of those guys could make it to a place like this.”


      “Uhhhh, it’s a long story.”


      “Yeah? Well, I’m not gonna press you for the details or anything.” He turned to Akira again. “But, wow, I didn’t think I’d end up meeting you here. What brings you to these parts?”


      Unsure how much he ought to tell Tatsukawa, Akira hesitated. “Yeah, so...”


      Carol answered for him. “Basically, we’re trying to get out of here. We were following a passageway to see where it led, and before we knew it, we were here, in this bizarre white space! And when we turned around behind us, the entrance we’d come through had disappeared!”


      Nothing she’d said was a lie, but she’d omitted any mention of the underground tunnel.


      Nevertheless, Tatsukawa just nodded. “Got it. So same as me, then.”


      “Then, you made it here in a similar way?” Carol asked. “Wait, are you also trying to find a path out?”


      “Yeah. It all started when I was making my way through Zone 2 with my teammates.” He then launched into an account of how Dragonriver had been hard at work making headway in the Kuzusuhara depths. Though his mech was on the deluxe end, he hadn’t been working alone. With him had been around twenty Dragonriver members, all high-rankers with their own weapons and mechs.


      They’d found that the farther they pushed into Zone 2, the more difficult it was to make progress compared to the border separating Zone 1 and Zone 2. Almost all of the monsters they were encountering would have overpowered even a rank 50 hunter, and some that hunters around ranks 60 to 70 would struggle against were starting to appear. Even the top hunter teams, who were still competing with each other to conquer the ruin first, were beginning to hit a wall.


      Tatsukawa’s unit of twenty or so comprised the most elite in Dragonriver, and they had forged ahead to the deepest part of Zone 2 in order to clear the way for the rest of their team. Crushing ridiculously powerful monsters with even more ridiculous feats of strength and skill, they’d gradually cleared more and more of the ruin. Today, they’d been at it again, and he’d been proceeding through an area lined with skyscrapers in his favorite red mech when he’d noticed the colorless fog around him growing especially dense. Even with his mech’s bleeding-edge scanner, he was hard-pressed to detect enemy presences around him.


      Still, he’d paid top aurum for his mech out of his own pocket and was confident in its ability to endure a surprise attack from any monster. So whenever a battle broke out, he always took point as the unit’s tank, making sure his teammates didn’t get targeted, and consequently he was always in the lead when they were on the move as well.


      But this time, being in the lead had backfired on him. One minute he’d been making his way through the ruin, and the next he’d suddenly found himself surrounded by a white expanse. He’d quickly spun around to return the way he’d come, but there was nothing behind him but white. The path he’d traversed—a road between rows of skyscrapers—and his comrades behind him were nowhere to be seen.


      “Of course, I immediately tried to leave,” he said, “but no matter how far I went, the whiteness around me never diminished. So I tried flying up into the sky, but no dice—my altimeter said I’d gone two thousand meters up, but when I descended only about five hundred meters, I was back on the ground. This place just doesn’t make any sense.” He shook his head, then turned back to Carol. “What was your experience like?”


      “Mostly the same,” she said. “We went far enough that our GPS said we were well outside of the entire Kuzusuhara ruin, yet we still couldn’t escape.”


      “Gotcha. Well, I might be screwed here, then. To be honest, I saw your gear and was hoping that you might know how to get in and out of here safely, but I guess that was just wishful thinking.”


      Seeing that Tatsukawa’s sharp intuition was actually not far off the mark, Carol decided to risk telling him a little more. “Actually, we might have an idea of how we can get out of here.”


      “Really?! Hell yeah!” Tatsukawa couldn’t help a bit of excitement.


      “Yes, really. However,” she added, a sly grin forming on her lips, “if you want to hear the details, it’ll cost you. You understand that, don’t you?”


      “Yeah, yeah, I figured. Hopefully, you won’t be too hard on me,” he acquiesced good-naturedly.


      Despite their lighthearted exchange, they both knew that they were one false step away from a bloodbath. Carol had implied that if he wanted their help in leaving, he’d better agree to their terms. But Tatsukawa wielded enough force to compel anyone to agree to his terms if he so chose. Both were fully aware of these factors, yet were all smiles as their negotiation began.


      Watching them, Togami felt himself filled with trepidation. Uh, Carol?! You do know who you’re asking to negotiate with you right now, don’t you?! Does the word “fear” mean nothing to you?! She had essentially threatened the leader of a top team of high-rankers without even batting an eye—a recipe for suicide, as far as Togami was concerned.


      He glanced over at Akira. The other boy looked calm—at the very least, he didn’t seem concerned about Carol’s behavior. Then again, he’s kinda like that about everything. Guess I’m the only one who’s panicking. Reminded of how much he was out of his depth, he swore to himself that he would one day reach a point where he, too, could handle a situation like this with aplomb.


      At that moment, Akira and Tatsukawa each detected a monster’s presence and whipped around to look. Against the dense colorless fog, its outline was extremely faint—at that range, anyone less skilled wouldn’t have been able to notice it at all. Tatsukawa believed himself the only one present who could, until he realized that Akira had reacted at the same time.


      A look of surprise passed briefly over his face before giving way to a grin. “Don’t worry, Akira, I’ve got this one.”


      Akira nodded and lowered his gun. By this point, Carol and Togami had gathered from his behavior that an enemy was lurking nearby, but they didn’t yet know what direction it was coming from. Even though they were linked to Akira’s scanner, all they could see was the data it gathered and its analysis thereof. Because Akira was using his scanner as a sixth sense, essentially an additional organ, he was receiving additional sensory data that had allowed him to detect the enemy’s presence.


      Tatsukawa hopped back into his red mech and put it in a battle stance. The moment the monster drew close enough that Carol and Togami could finally perceive it, he shot toward the creature with a speed that seemed impossible for such a bulky machine. In the blink of an eye, and with shocking accuracy, the red mech had seemed to take only a single step and yet was standing before the enemy. Such techniques belonged to martial arts masters—and here Tatsukawa had pulled it off in a giant mech.


      The interloper proved to be yet another hybrid with a beast’s lower body—much like the one that Akira’s group had done battle with. Its bestial mouth opened wide, preparing to launch a powerful energy blast. But before it could fire, the red mech delivered a devastating uppercut to its lower jaw, a gigantic fist slamming its mouth shut. With nowhere to go, the gathering energy exploded inside the monster’s mouth, blazing out from between its fangs—even as the impact from the mech’s fist launched it far into the air.


      But Tatsukawa wasn’t finished. He leaped after it and punched it again, this time straight downward. The mech’s fist slammed into the humanoid head, crushed the entire upper body, and flung the lower body crashing back to the ground. The dull splatter of blood and guts sounded throughout the area.


      The red mech yanked its fist out from the beast, now motionless, then turned its back on the creature as if to say its job was done. What Akira and the others had struggled so desperately against, Tatsukawa and his mech had finished off in just two hits.


      Togami’s jaw might as well have been on the floor. “Unbelievable,” he muttered. “So that’s what a rank 78 hunter’s capable of.” Naturally, he understood that Tatsukawa needed his mech for such feats—but Togami also knew full well that he himself couldn’t have done so even with the mech.


      The red mech walked back over to Akira and the others, and Tatsukawa got out. Then he casually pointed over at the monster he’d just defeated. “All right, Carol, now that you’ve seen what I can do, feel like hiring me to guard you guys? Of course, if you say yes, I’ll be expecting a suitable reward.”


      “Fine, fine,” she said with a sigh. “You can guard us, and I’ll give you and Dragonriver our map data on the underground tunnel that brought us here. And I’ll let your team have the credit for discovering it as well. Fair?”


      “Works for me,” he said with a grin. “Please understand, I had to at least get that much out of you.” Otherwise Mercia would have given me an earful when she found out, he added to himself.


      Carol, for her part, looked as though she’d been reluctant to compromise, but nothing could have been further from the truth. She’d been able to leak the tunnel’s map data in a completely natural way, and even better, the headaches that came with the discovery of that tunnel would now be Dragonriver’s problem to deal with. All things considered, she had every reason to be pleased.


      “Oh,” she added as an afterthought, “I can’t guarantee Shirou will agree to give up his portion. So you and Dragonriver will have to negotiate with him separately—and while it might be inconvenient, you’ll have to wait until we’re out of here to do so. Otherwise, he might threaten to cancel his offer to help us in order to give himself bargaining power.”


      “Gotcha. I’ll wait, then. By the way, any chance you could connect me to this Shirou fellow you keep talking about? I’d at least like to ask him to inform my comrades about my situation so that they’re not in the dark. I can’t reach them on my own, I’ve tried.”


      “Akira, would that be possible?” Carol asked.


      “Should be, yeah.” A moment later, though, the boy frowned. “That’s weird. It didn’t connect.”


      At that news, Carol looked extremely concerned. “Wait a sec, Akira. Do you mean Shirou just didn’t pick up, or that our connection’s faulty?”


      “Couldn’t tell ya. But it’s not too surprising, right? I mean, we don’t really have a signal out here at all. Only reason we could talk to Shirou in the first place is ’cause he did something on his end.”


      The thought crossed Tatsukawa’s mind that Shirou’s failure to answer could indicate that something had happened to him on his way to rescue them. The man didn’t panic quite yet, however. “Let’s just hope it’s an issue with the connection and wait for now,” he said calmly. “That’s really all we can do at the moment.”


      “Agreed,” said Carol. She tried to focus on the fact that they were doing all they could, which helped her maintain her composure.


      Togami and Akira also nodded in agreement. But Akira took one further measure: he turned to Alpha for help.


      What’s going on? Is Shirou unable to get a signal through here?


      No. The signal here is bad, but it should still have connected to him just fine.


      Drat. Then something really has happened to him, hasn’t it?


      No, Shirou is still on his way here. I can’t tell you what his current situation is because it would be unnatural for you to know, but he hasn’t met with any problems.


      Akira’s momentary relief gave way to perplexity. Then why did he not pick up?


      At this point, I suppose you’ll feel overly anxious if you don’t know, which might affect your performance. So I’ll tell you. But this is something you’d have no way of knowing otherwise, so you can’t let anyone find out you’re aware of it. Got it?


      Got it!


      You’re still connected to Shirou even as we speak. He’s just disguising that fact.


      E-Excuse me?


      The terminal that Shirou gave Togami has maintained a connection to Shirou all this time, Alpha explained. Even if Togami tried to cut it off, it would appear disconnected on the screen, but Shirou would still be listening in on our every word.


      So he can hear everything we’re saying?


      You got it!


      It took a herculean effort of will for Akira to keep from making a face. But in the end, no one—not even Carol—sensed anything out of the ordinary about him.


      Alpha smiled consolingly. Now, now. I understand why you’re upset, but cool your head and think rationally for a moment. This turn of events is actually just as convenient for you as well. There’s no way you could establish a new connection with him from here—the only reason you can reach him now is because you were connected to him before you entered this area. If you’d truly lost contact with him by now, it would have been impossible for you to get in touch with him again.


      It just so happened that Tatsukawa’s mech carried a device that allowed the pilot to send transmissions over the Old Domain—dense colorless fog alone wouldn’t prevent him from getting in touch with his comrades. So if even he was having trouble with communications, it meant that the space itself was somehow heavily interfering with such signals. Yet Shirou was able to maintain a stable connection to Akira and the others even now.


      That was partly because (as might be expected from an individual so highly regarded by Sakashita Heavy Industries) his ability as an engineer was second to none. In addition, however, Alpha was assisting Shirou in maintaining the connection, without Shirou even knowing it. Of course, she hadn’t strictly needed Shirou’s help to connect Akira’s party to the outside world, but she’d had to use a method that was a little more conspicuous than normal—and the best way to do so without revealing her own existence had been by aiding Shirou.


      Alpha briefly explained all this to Akira, who opted to take her at her word.


      All right, that works. Guess there’s no need to lose my cool just yet.


      Getting out safe and sound with Carol and his other companions was the only thing that really mattered right now, anyway. He could afford to overlook Shirou’s antics for the time being.




      Time passed. It was already night according to their terminals, but their surroundings remained bright white. The radiance of the scenery had not changed once since they had entered Zone 3.


      Akira’s eye fell on the corpse of the monster Tatsukawa had defeated. Both halves, the humanoid and the bestial alike, were in an atrocious state, but neither had turned to sand.


      He found this odd. Hey Alpha, why did that monster not turn into a pile of sand like the one we defeated?


      Because Tatsukawa didn’t allow it enough time to exhaust its energy at the cellular level.


      Huh, really? To be honest, I also think it’s a little strange that he was able to defeat that thing with just two punches, when we had to cut and shoot ours way too many times to count. Even with a mech, that just doesn’t seem possible. He remembered how every time they had damaged the monster, it had regenerated and attacked again. This creature seemed to be the same type of monster, so why had it gone down so easily?


      Those attacks had the technical skill and strength of a rank 78 hunter behind them, not to mention a powerful mech, Alpha answered at once. They weren’t exactly run-of-the-mill punches.


      No kidding. I’m truly impressed.


      Alpha’s explanation omitted far too many details for the average person to consider it sufficient. But Akira believed her without a second thought, once again taking her words at face value. After all, he’d seen the hunter crush the hybrid in two hits and found no reason to doubt the evidence of his own eyes.


      At that moment, he heard Tatsukawa call out to him.


      “Hey, Akira, you all bagged one of those too, right? Way to go!”


      “W-Well, it was three-on-one,” Akira replied.


      “But you could have taken it out yourself if need be, right?” pressed Tatsukawa. “At least, that’s the impression I got from what Carol and Togami were telling me.”


      “Even so, I would have struggled a lot more without their help. Definitely wouldn’t have been a cakewalk, that’s for sure,” he said.


      Tatsukawa grinned, amused at how the boy stressed the difficulty of defeating such a monster one-on-one. “You don’t have to be humble in front of me, y’know. It’s not like I’m gonna hold you to it if you say you can do it with your eyes closed.”


      Akira hesitated. “Look, I’m just trying to be careful about what I say, that’s all. If I went around carelessly boasting about things like that, someone I know might take me at my word. Get my drift?”


      A vision of Kibayashi passed through Tatsukawa’s mind. “Yeah, good call. Can’t blame you for being careful.”


      He replied lightheartedly, but inwardly, he found Akira’s reasoning intriguing. So he’s not just being humble. He really thinks he wouldn’t have won on his own, which is why his first response was about it being three-on-one. But at the same time, he believes that even in a desperate, one-on-one struggle, he’d somehow come out on top.


      So, he didn’t think he could win alone—but if he’d been alone, he probably could have won? Why wasn’t that a contradiction in Akira’s mind? Tatsukawa concluded that the secret to Akira’s strength most likely lay in that inconsistent logic.


      Not that I’m going to try and pry it out of him, though. Everyone’s got their own secrets and aces up their sleeves, after all.


      Tatsukawa’s thoughts came close to the mark, though of course he couldn’t know about Alpha. From Akira’s own point of view, he couldn’t have defeated the monster on his own strength—but with Alpha, he could have won even without Carol and Togami. He had mixed feelings about this, which came through in his paradoxical words and attitude. Even though he’d already resolved to publicly pass Alpha’s support off as his own ability, he still found it hard to actually declare out loud that he could have easily beaten that hybrid on his own.


      In the end, Tatsukawa simply remained intrigued by the hunter who possessed mysterious strength. Akira, however, found his curious gaze off-putting.


      “What gives?” the boy said brusquely.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean to stare. I was just thinking I’m starting to understand why Kibayashi likes you so much.”


      At that, Akira scowled. “Watch your own back,” he retorted. “You might be riding a mech, but you waltzed right into this deadly zone and can’t get out now, remember? So much for lying low and playing it safe! Are you trying to make Kibayashi bust a gut laughing? Don’t tell me Mercia was fine with you coming out here, right?”


      Tatsukawa averted his eyes sheepishly. “Er, well, that’s not... I-I mean, from a team management perspective, isn’t it most efficient to put me at the front? All right, fine, I might have gone a little far ahead of everyone else and ended up here alone as a result, but, uh, at least, er, thanks to my decision, um, they’re not here with me, so thinking about the team’s safety as a whole...”


      As though pleading his case to someone who wasn’t currently present—or perhaps rehearsing aloud what kind of excuse he would give to that person when they met again—he made it abundantly clear that this wasn’t the first time he’d thought about how he was going to defend his actions.


      “Oh, I know! I can just tell her I met with a bit of bad luck, that’s all! I bet that happens to you all the time too, doesn’t it, Akira? Stuff that makes you go, ‘I never thought this was gonna happen!’ And no matter how cautious you think you are, it just keeps surprising you! Yeah, that’s perfect! I definitely wasn’t being reckless! Right?”


      “Well, I suppose,” said Akira.


      “See?” Tatsukawa nodded and looked satisfied with himself.


      “Assuming she’ll buy it, that is,” the boy added.


      Tatsukawa gulped. “Aw, c’mon, did you have to say that part? You don’t know what she’s like when she’s angry, man! Not something you want to experience if you can help it.” Thinking about all the effort he’d have to make to get back into his lover’s good graces when he returned, he hung his head and sighed.


      Then he looked up again—and froze in surprise.


      No longer were they immersed in the white expanse. Skyscrapers sprouted all around them. Akira’s eyes went wide with shock as he gazed at all the structures that had appeared out of nowhere.


      Had he suddenly teleported to an Old World city? Only the hybrid corpse on the ground assured him that they were still in the same place.


      His gaze traveled up along the building closest to him. Overhead, the sky was no longer white but rather a regular night sky, yet their surroundings were no less luminous than before.


      “Anything can happen in a ruin, huh?” he muttered.


      Carol and Togami, who’d been sitting some distance away, looked just as startled and rushed back to Akira in a hurry.


      “Akira!” Togami cried. “Are... Are all these buildings real?”


      Akira knew he had a bad track record when trying to distinguish holograms from real objects, and he found himself unsure how to answer as he stared at the buildings.


      “Hold on, I’ll check,” Tatsukawa said casually. His mech stomped over to him, guided by his remote control, and then—though he wasn’t even inside—punched the skyscraper with one gigantic fist. Through the massive hole in the wall, they could see a room, complete with chairs, a table, and a desk, all affixed to the floor.


      The room itself was immaculate. The debris that should have littered the floor after the mech’s blow was nowhere to be seen. Any fragments of wall had vanished the moment they’d broken off.


      The red mech withdrew its fist from the building’s wall. Several seconds later, the hole in the wall suddenly filled itself in again. As though swapping the image of the damaged building with one in pristine condition, the building’s original form was instantly restored.


      Tatsukawa announced his verdict. “That definitely felt like punching a wall. And the interior was intricately constructed—there was even furniture. That didn’t look fake either.”


      “Maybe these skyscrapers are just a combination of holograms and force-field shields?” Carol suggested. “I mean, it’s Old World tech we’re talking about. Maybe they didn’t need to construct skyscrapers like these from the ground up? Or their contents?” Even as the words left her mouth, she thought they sounded implausible—but who could say, given the mysteriousness of Old World technology?


      And Tatsukawa, who had more experience with Old World technology than anyone else present, found her conjectures reasonable. “Oh, you might be right! Wait, though—if that’s the case, then... Huh. We’ve been calling the area past Zone 2 ‘Zone 3,’ so I figured that the white expanse was where Zone 3 began. But what if I actually entered Zone 3 a lot sooner? Maybe the buildings surrounding me, which I thought belonged to the depths of Zone 2, were all just Zone 3 holograms and force fields—and the reason I suddenly found myself in the white space was because everything shut down.”


      Tatsukawa’s theory made the others recall when they’d first entered Zone 3, and his reasoning seemed to make sense.


      Then Akira spoke up. “In that case, shouldn’t we be able to leave now? I dunno where Zone 2 ended and Zone 3 began, but whether on the surface or underground, this space should still connect back to Zone 2 now that the buildings have reappeared, right?”


      “It’s worth trying, at least!” Carol said excitedly.


      Seeing that they were all in agreement, they prepared to move out. Tatsukawa hopped back in his mech, while the others clambered onto Akira’s bike.


      “Oh, hey, anyone wanna join me in here?” Tatsukawa called. “I can’t fit two of you, but there’s room for one more if you want.”


      The others looked at each other. They had been crammed three-to-a-bike for some time. Feeling like he’d just hold them back if he went with them, Togami was the first to volunteer.


      “I’ll go. You cool with that, Akira?”


      “What do you think, Carol?” Akira asked. Right now, he was supposed to be guarding both Carol and Togami, but Carol’s contract took priority, and she’d be safer in the mech than on Akira’s bike. So he wanted to give her the chance if she wished.


      Carol understood his thinking and grinned. “I hired you to guard me, not Tatsukawa, remember? You aren’t getting out of it that easily.”


      “Just making sure,” Akira said, grinning back. “Go on, Togami.”


      “All right. Don’t have too much fun without me, now,” Togami said with a smirk, and handed Akira back the gun he’d borrowed. He thought it was a shame he wasn’t skilled enough to participate in battle here—and it showed on his face somewhat—but he headed to Tatsukawa’s mech without a word of complaint.


      Now with two on a bike and two riding a mech, Akira and his allies set out for the roof of a nearby skyscraper.


      “Come to think of it,” Akira asked Tatsukawa out of the blue, “you called this place Zone 3. How do you know that’s really where we are?”


      “Hm? Ah, ‘Zone 3’ isn’t really an official designation yet, first off. It’s only what we’re temporarily calling this area.”


      The leading hunter teams were still currently competing to conquer the ruin’s depths. Thus far, the city hadn’t officially defined the boundary for “Zone 3,” and the various teams didn’t universally agree on where it began either. Some had declared they’d already reached it, but this was merely an assumption for the moment—nothing had been confirmed.


      “Still, I’m certain this area will officially be Zone 3 eventually,” Tatsukawa continued. “Out of all the teams who’ve claimed they’ve reached it, none of them have mentioned any sort of white space in their progress reports. So we’re probably the first to make it this far!”


      “Really?” said the boy.


      “Well, I suppose it’s possible those teams weren’t reporting everything they knew, but if Dragonriver’s the first to bring news of this place, does it really matter? Even if they claim, ‘Whoa, whoa, hold up, we actually found it first,’ who’s going to believe them?”


      “Oh, yeah, that tracks.”


      By now, they’d made it to the roof of the building. From there, they could look down on an Old World city, skyscrapers stretching out as far as the eye could see. But whether this landscape extended all the way back to Zone 2 was anyone’s guess, since the dense colorless fog kept them from espying anything too far in the distance.


      “Guess we’ve just gotta head there ourselves and see,” Akira said with a groan. “What’s our bearing, Tatsukawa?” Counting on Tatsukawa and his mech to serve as the vanguard and crush any monster they encountered—even a flying horde of hybrids assaulting them from the sky—Akira figured it best to see where the man wanted to go.


      “Let’s see... If this mech’s GPS is accurate, Zone 2 should be that way.” They already knew they couldn’t count on GPS to report their location on a map, their altitudes, or the distance they traveled accurately. But compass directions should still be accurate at least to some degree—or so Tatsukawa was gambling as he pointed toward what was supposedly the direction of Kugamayama City.


      Akira followed the mech’s giant finger with his eyes. “Over there, huh?”


      All at once, Alpha’s smile vanished. Akira, watch out!


      The boy noted her choice of words—“Watch out” and not merely “Be careful”—and accordingly prepared himself for the worst, telling Tatsukawa as subtly as he could, “I’ve got a bad feeling. We should proceed with caution.”


      “Righto.” Tatsukawa had noticed the abrupt change in Akira’s expression, but didn’t question his vague explanation. High-ranking hunters (himself included) often relied on their intuition to sense such things, so he didn’t see anything too strange about this situation. The more skilled the hunter, the more likely their intuition was right on the money.


      Before long, Akira’s hunch proved correct. The mech’s scanner picked up a strong reading even among the colorless fog. Because of the interference, it was difficult to tell whether the entity was actually a monster, but when Tatsukawa focused the scanner on a specific point, he was able to start making out details relatively easily. The red mech’s advanced scanner analyzed its reading in detail, and gradually, an outline took shape.


      Though Akira wouldn’t have been able to perceive the anomaly without Alpha’s support, as things stood he could barely make it out in his augmented vision, a blurry figure emerging from the distant backdrop. Little by little, it grew sharper.


      All at once, a rictus grin froze on his face.


      “Oh. Oh shit. That’s... That’s a juggernaut, right?”


      Juggernaut—such was the name the people of the East gave to the towering beings, endowed with immense size and overwhelming power, that regularly made their homes in the area near the Front Line. The larger monsters in the East became, the more powerful they generally were. And the vast apparition that now rose before Akira and his companions embodied that principle to the core.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 230: Juggernaut


      Barreling through the underground tunnel in Reina’s vehicle, Shirou, Reina, and their companions arrived at the bulkhead separating the outskirts of Kuzusuhara from Zone 1 of its depths.


      They got out, and Reina gazed up at the gigantic partition. “A dead end, huh? Well, Shirou, what should we do now? Er, Shirou? You all right?”


      Her words didn’t even seem to register with Shirou, who muttered gravely, “Oh shit... This is a problem.”


      “What’s wrong?” Reina pressed. “Don’t tell me—this wall was supposed to be open already, and this is the only way to Akira. Doesn’t look like we can pry it open either.”


      “Huh?” Shirou noticed her at last. “No, no, we can use a detour if need be. It’s too small for your vehicle, but it’s the same route Akira and his buddies used.”


      “Sounds like they gave up on forcing it open, so no way we’ll be able to,” she mused. “Guess we’ll take the detour as well, then.”


      Shirou ignored her, still concentrating intensely. Finally, he came to a decision. “No, it’s fine. We’ll open it.”


      He turned toward the partition and focused on it, using the engineering know-how he’d honed during his stay at Sakashita to access the Old Domain and hack into the bulkhead’s system. The enormous wall began to split apart, ever so slowly.


      “Whew... All right, it’s open. Let’s go...” Shirou managed to say. Agony was written on his face, and he was clearly exhausted.


      “Whoa, are you okay?!” Reina exclaimed.


      “Ngh... I’m fine. C’mon, let’s mosey. Time’s a-wastin’.”


      Reina glanced at Shiori, who caught her meaning at once and started up the vehicle as they piled back in. Even before the bulkhead had finished opening fully, they raced through the gap—and entered the Zone 1 underground.


      Shirou staggered over to a seat and sat down.


      Noticing the haggard look on the young man’s face and his labored breathing, Reina called worriedly, “Hey Shirou, you don’t look so good! Are you sure you’re all right? I know you said you had a problem, but it looks like it took quite the toll on you.”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. We don’t have a problem—Akira does.”


      “Wait, what?”


      “From this point on,” Shirou added, “monsters are gonna start descending on us. We’ve gotta plow right through them without stopping, no matter how grueling—we don’t have a choice. Olivia, if Reina and the others look like they’re getting bogged down, give ’em a hand.”


      “Understood,” the robot said with a bow.


      Relieved that she hadn’t charged him extra for his request, Shirou leaned back to rest.


      Meanwhile, Kanae was peering down the underground tunnel. “Looks like we’ve got company, missy!”


      Though Akira’s group had wiped out the monsters in this area on their way through, some time had passed since then, and the local fauna had returned in more or less the same numbers. A horde was charging toward Reina’s DUV at full tilt.


      “Smash right through them!” Reina shouted.


      “Understood, miss!” Shiori called back.


      The mounted gun on the vehicle opened fire, mowing down the front ranks of enemies. Innumerable monsters were pulverized in an instant. The DUV plowed right through the blood, guts, and scraps of metal scattered through the air.


      But a handful of monsters avoided the gunfire, scrambling along the tunnel’s ceiling. Some of these now shot back at the vehicle or attempted to leap onto its roof.


      Shiori and Kanae intercepted the latter before they could reach the vehicle. The Zone 1 monsters were no match for the two maids, who easily dispatched them before they could cause any harm. Olivia had also climbed onto the vehicle’s roof, but she just stood there without doing anything—for the moment, the others had no need of her assistance. Shiori and Kanae knew the orders Shirou had given her, and they continued fighting with everything they had so that they wouldn’t need to call on Olivia’s help in front of their employer.


      They’ve got the situation well in hand, Reina decided, turning her attention back to Shirou in the vehicle. “Just how much hot water are Akira and his companions in right now?” she asked.


      “Enough that we need to hurry there as fast as we can,” he answered. Clearly he wasn’t keen on giving her any details.


      For a while they sat in silence, staring each other in the eye. Finally, Shirou yielded to her gaze and sighed.


      “Look, we’ll be in Zone 2 before long. And don’t freak out when I tell you this, but Akira and his crew are even farther in than that.”


      Reina understood Shirou was testing her: How would she react to this news? He wouldn’t divulge information to someone he couldn’t rely on. Reina herself had suggested she and her attendants accompany Shirou as his bodyguards, but if she didn’t have the confidence they could handle the monsters in Zone 2, then they’d really be dead weight once they reached Akira.


      “Good to know,” she said. “Don’t worry, you can count on us.”


      They arrived at the partition to Zone 2. Once again, Shirou hacked the bulkhead to open it, and once again the mental burden made his face twist in anguish. As the entrance split open, he gave Reina one more chance to back out. “Look, if you three want to turn back without me, go ahead. I won’t hold it against you.”


      “Thanks. We’ll keep that in mind if things actually get dangerous,” she said and clambered up onto the DUV’s roof. Shiori and Kanae were clearly about to protest and order her to get back inside where it was safe, but she silenced them with a look.


      “As I understand it,” she asked Olivia, “if we look like we’re having trouble, you’ll step in to help us, is that right?”


      “Correct. Those were Mr. Shirou’s instructions, after all.”


      “Thank you very kindly.” Now Reina knew for sure that even in the worst-case scenario, they’d have a safety net—so her maids couldn’t complain about Reina herself joining the fight.


      She gave them a big grin that said as much. Then, watching the bulkhead ahead of them open, she took charge.


      “Time to head in! Let’s work hard so Miss Olivia won’t have to bail us out!”


      They drove through the gap in the partition and into Zone 2. Immediately, their scanners picked up enemies as far as they could detect. This area hadn’t had as much time to replenish its numbers since Akira and his company had passed through, but the monsters here were all far stronger and tougher than Zone 1’s. It was obvious at a glance that the newcomers wouldn’t have as easy a time with this batch.


      Nonetheless, Reina was brimming with determination. “Let’s do this!” she cried out.


      The DUV sped right into the swarming mass without slowing down, its mounted gun blazing away continuously at the monsters ahead. The humans also started blasting with their personal weapons, unleashing devastating curtains of gunfire that would have obliterated the average monster without a trace. But as their first target collapsed under their combined offensive, Reina didn’t look thrilled in the least.


      They could have annihilated a vast horde of monsters—at least the kind she was used to—with such an attack, yet they had only managed, just barely, to bring down a single foe. As it dawned on her for the first time how formidable these opponents truly were, she grimaced.


      Shiori and Kanae were also in awe at how hard it had been to kill the monster, and they left themselves open for a moment as two more pounced on them. Shiori immediately cut one down, while Kanae smashed the other with a thunderous punch.


      They stole a glance at Olivia. She was still just standing there, having felt no need to jump in yet.


      Reina grinned, pleased with their performance. “Way to go, Shiori, Kanae! Keep it up!”


      “Understood, Miss Reina!” came Shiori’s enheartened reply, while Kanae yelled a spirited “Roger that!”


      On they sped through the tunnel. Though they didn’t encounter as many monsters on the way, those that did appear proved incredibly powerful. Nonetheless, the hunters fended off the enemy’s advances and pressed on without slowing.


      Shirou’s voice came over the wireless. “All right, a promise is a promise,” he said from inside the vehicle. “I’ll clue you in on the sitch with Akira and his buddies. Or are you too busy up there? Wanna wait until later?”


      “No, tell us now,” Reina said.


      “Sure thing,” said Shirou.


      A window popped up in Reina’s HUD. Aggregating data from the scanners that Akira’s team was using, it presented a view of what was happening to them, as if Reina were watching from nearby. And what she saw shocked her indeed.


      “Wh-What’s going on over there, anyway?!”


      “Beats me, honestly,” Shirou said.


      The several figures of Akira’s group could be seen fleeing headlong—and an enormous behemoth loomed behind them.


      ◆


      Akira gazed at the gargantuan figure, which resembled a theropod dinosaur—but one that had mutated, growing well over its original size. As it lumbered forward, it devastated every skyscraper in its path. Though all the buildings were over two hundred meters tall, they didn’t even obscure the juggernaut’s face.


      To Akira and the others, its visage seemed like the very incarnation of destruction. It was powerful. Impossibly large. Never in a million years could they defeat this being—a mere glance at its massive frame sufficed to make that clear.


      “Say, Tatsukawa, just to make sure: If you fought that thing, do you think you could win?”


      “When hell freezes over.”


      “Thought as much.”


      Thanks to the dense colorless fog in the air, the juggernaut still hadn’t noticed their presence. Seeing this, Tatsukawa issued an order. “All right, Akira. We’re getting as far away from that thing as possible, but not too quickly—we don’t want to be spotted as we back away.”


      “Got it!”


      They turned back in the direction they had come from and, under the cover of the colorless fog, cautiously put some distance between themselves and the juggernaut.


      But all to no avail. As they pressed on toward safety, another bird-fish-humanoid hybrid appeared ahead of them. And they failed to spot it at first—most of their scanners’ processing power was being devoted to the immense behemoth behind them.


      Tatsukawa could have defeated this hybrid with his eyes closed, of course. But the juggernaut would have definitely noticed his mech zipping around at high speed. He racked his brain for a way to sneak by without fighting it, but his hopes were dashed when the hybrid spotted them. It opened its large maw, and a ball of light began to form in its mouth.


      “Shit!” Tatsukawa spat, and drove his mech forward at full tilt, covering the distance between him and the monster instantly. With the mech’s mighty fist, he delivered a powerful punch to the ball of light in the hybrid’s mouth. It exploded, scattering energy everywhere, but he didn’t let up. Again and again, the red mech punched, beating the monster to a bloody pulp, enduring the blast of raw energy that beat against its fist.


      The elite hunter had gambled that they stood a better chance of not drawing the juggernaut’s attention if they took out the monster at once. Had the monster fired its beam at them, the juggernaut, which was in the same line of fire, would most likely have noticed. So there had no longer been any point in trying to avoid a fight.


      Now, was I right? With the colorless fog so concentrated around them, maybe they were still in the clear. Hoping against hope, Tatsukawa looked back at the juggernaut.


      It had stopped moving and was staring right at them.


      “Akira, pedal to the metal! Now!” he yelled, launching his mech into the air.


      Not even a moment later, Akira shot off on his motorcycle. Mech and bike alike flew into the night sky above the Old World city.


      Still, they held on to two hopes. Though the juggernaut had noticed them, it might not choose to attack. And even if it did, it might turn out to be the strong but sluggish type, in which case they’d be able to outrun it.


      Their first hope was immediately dashed. When they looked back, the juggernaut had changed direction and was in hot pursuit. However, it was definitely moving slower than they were. They felt relieved. Given time, they would make their escape.


      But then the gargantuan theropod opened its mouth wide.


      “Shit! Down, now!” Tatsukawa cried.


      Immediately, their two vehicles dove at full speed straight down into the canyon of skyscrapers below, hurtling toward the ground—just as a beam of light erupted from the juggernaut’s mouth. The torrent of energy, more highly concentrated than even the bursts from an intercity transport’s main laser cannon, swallowed up everything that lay directly ahead of the monster in a wide area, including the air where Akira and the others had been flying only a moment ago. Unhindered by the colorless fog in the air, the blast scorched the sky all the way to the horizon, and the peripheral energy even reached down to the city below. Countless skyscrapers were swallowed up by light and vaporized in an instant.


      Akira and company also found themselves engulfed in the brilliant blaze—yet they survived. Every building caught in the energy beam diminished its force, and when the much-weakened blast finally hit the hunters, it slammed into the maxed-out force-field armor of Tatsukawa’s mech, then the force-field shields on Akira’s bike and powered suit as the boy hid behind the mech.


      That was close! Akira thought, breathing a sigh of relief as they hurried through the urban canyon. It was too dangerous to try flying again. The open airspace, free of obstacles, might allow them to move faster, but ascending back into the trajectory of that beam would be suicide. For that same reason, they needed to avoid the main road as much as possible. Staying in the gap between skyscrapers was their best bet.


      Had the buildings vaporized by the juggernaut been constructed of standard materials, they would have been a pile of rubble by now, and nothing would have hidden the hunters from the monster’s sight. It would have had no trouble locking onto them for its next attack. But as the structures were merely holograms and force-field shields, they had already reappeared, standing tall and intact as if nothing had ever happened to them. Of course, those that the juggernaut crushed underfoot didn’t reappear while the monster was still standing on them, but they snapped back into place instantly once it walked away.


      The skyscrapers thus impeded the juggernaut’s advance, while allowing Akira and the others to conceal themselves.


      That said, since they were maneuvering between the buildings, they couldn’t proceed in a straight line, and the twists and turns they were forced to make slowed their escape as well. They still made better time than the lumbering juggernaut, so as long as they kept their current pace, it wouldn’t catch up with them—but they couldn’t escape the monster completely either.


      Other obstacles cropped up ahead of them. A swarm of hybrids—bestial ones on the ground, fish-bird types in the sky—appeared, assaulting them one after another. The hunters couldn’t retreat, not with the juggernaut behind them, and in any case they would have faced better odds of survival attempting to wipe out the entire horde with their bare hands.


      So they could only press on.


      “We’re gonna break through them!” Tatsukawa yelled. “I’ll soften them up a bit!” His red mech zipped forward, and with the robot’s right hand, he delivered a powerful punch to the closest of the aerial hybrids. This time his goal was not to smash the monster to bits, just to send it flying. And as intended, the monster went sailing through the air and crashed into another nearby, destroying them both.


      At the same time, the mech thrust its left hand out toward the remaining fliers. Its long fingers transformed into cannons, from which innumerable bullets of light shot out. Each had the power to blast away a Zone 2 monster in one shot, but against the Zone 3 hybrids, even direct hits failed to take down a single one. Still, it kept the monsters at bay. Though only briefly, Tatsukawa succeeded in warding off the aerial hybrids, creating an opening to aid Akira and the others. The mech’s right-hand fingers now also turned into cannons as he extended them toward a hybrid on the ground.


      All at once, a silver blade sliced that very same hybrid in two.




      With Alpha’s support, Akira detected the group of hybrids even before Tatsukawa, and out of habit, he immediately started slowing his sense of time. Once everything around him was moving at a snail’s pace, Alpha spoke.


      All right, Akira, it’s time to use the bike’s blade. Get ready!


      Roger! He removed the bladeless hilt from its storage spot on the bike’s frame and plugged it into the blade generator. A massive amount of energy began to flow from the bike’s power reservoir through the thick energy cable. Then the RL2 multifunction gun on the bike’s support arm swiveled around to face the hybrid ahead and opened fire.


      Carol, riding behind Akira, also started shooting. Since Akira hadn’t had time to ask for her help out loud, he’d sent her a message that had popped up in her HUD. She was using stimulants to manipulate her own sense of time and responded to Akira’s request without delay.


      Both guns bombarded the beast ahead of them. Naturally, they did hardly any damage—as expected after their group had struggled so much against the first monster they’d fought after arriving in Zone 3. But they did slow it down, and unlike the previous time, when Alpha had been withholding her support to test what Akira was capable of, her control of the bike’s RL2 made it that much more precise. Her shots were calculated not only to hinder the enemy’s movements but also to prevent it from amassing energy in its mouth.


      This gave Akira the opening he needed.


      In a flash, his bike hurtled right up to the beast, and he drew the hilt from the generator, creating an incredibly long silver blade. Driving beneath the monster’s legs, he swung the blade with all his might. The sword, far longer than Akira was tall and guided by Alpha’s masterful technique and handling, bisected the monster from below with a single razor-sharp slice. The sheer force of the blow sent both halves of the creature flying.


      However, Akira had more than just one enemy to contend with. Another hybrid was already storming in front of his speeding bike, and he slashed again. Though the blade felt light as a feather in his hands, the inertia from the swing made him feel as though he were wielding a steel slab. Fortunately, his powered suit helped mitigate this sense of weight, allowing him to strike with his full strength. As it sliced through the hybrid, the surface of the blade sparkled in the light.


      Two down! But many more crowded around—and Akira didn’t dare assume that even the two he’d defeated were truly dead, only that they wouldn’t be able to pursue him and his companions for the time being. One beast hybrid turned toward Akira and opened its mouth, charging a ball of light. Two more brandished their upper-body tentacles at him, and an aerial hybrid prepared to dive-bomb him.


      He was beleaguered from the front, the sides, and above.


      There’s too many of them! he realized with a grimace. Too many for me to take out on my own!


      But all at once, Tatsukawa jumped in to assist him. He inundated the hostile creatures with a hail of luminous bullets to disrupt their movements, allowing Akira to barrel right through them and slice them apart as he drove by.


      “Way to go, kid!” the man cheered over the comms as he flew overhead. “Now I really get why Kibayashi’s so fond of you!”


      “Right back atcha!” Akira retorted.


      “Ha, touché! But look sharp—the juggernaut’s about to strike again! Speed up!”


      “Roger that!”


      The path ahead was still filled with dozens of hybrids. But Akira followed Tatsukawa’s directive and hurtled onward as the red mech took up its position directly behind Akira’s bike.


      The next instant, the juggernaut unleashed another devastating beam of energy, swallowing up countless skyscrapers and even the monsters surrounding the hunters. The hybrids behind them were vaporized, while even those ahead were so badly burned they could no longer move.


      As before, Akira and those with him managed to survive, but the blast had drained their force-field armor and shields of a major part of their energy reserves. As they passed by the charred remains of the hybrids, Tatsukawa looked grim.


      “I’ll probably only be able to withstand two more of those attacks. Akira, how are you holding up?”


      “Well, probably the same, since I wouldn’t have survived even one if you hadn’t shielded me.”


      “Yeah? Well, we’ll just do all we can to survive, I guess,” said Tatsukawa. “Honestly, if Kibayashi could see us right now, I’m certain he’d be rolling on the floor laughing his ass off.”


      Tatsukawa was still trying to crack jokes? Akira grinned. “Yeah, I can imagine. Well, nothing for it, then. Perhaps he’s guaranteed to laugh, but maybe we can at least make him laugh himself to death!”


      Now there was motivation: if they didn’t survive this fight, Kibayashi would never find out about it. And the city official laughed the most at those who could overcome ridiculously dangerous situations—as Akira and Tatsukawa, both victims of his, knew all too well. If they ever wanted to see him meet his end as a casualty of his own sense of humor, they had to make it out of here alive first.


      “Sounds like a plan!” Tatsukawa roared back.


      Together, Akira’s bike and Tatsukawa’s mech raced through the Old World city. Neither hunter had any intention whatsoever of dying here.




      The juggernaut continued to dog them from the rear, while hordes of hybrids kept blocking their path forward. The latter fell to Tatsukawa’s rank 78 might, and Akira, still relying on Alpha’s full support, did his best not to get in the elite hunter’s way—but both remained powerless against the juggernaut’s attacks. They could only withstand two more blasts from the dinosaur-like titan, and nothing either of them did could change that.


      A third time, the juggernaut’s beam struck them. Though they were now far enough away that it dealt them less damage, the difference was not substantial—they could still only survive one more such attack. Nor was that the only thing that was starting to make Akira feel extremely concerned: Though they had been fleeing the creature for some time now, the landscape around them hadn’t changed. Increasingly, their assumption that they would be able to find a way out of Zone 3 now that the city had appeared seemed to be mistaken.


      Alpha, isn’t there something you can do to help us get out of here? he found himself asking.


      A dispassionate look crossed Alpha’s face. Perhaps. Tell me: Do you truly want to escape, no matter what?


      Akira understood what she meant. At his request, she could get him out, but only him—the others would be left to their doom. He wasn’t sure what method she was planning to use, but of that much he could be sure.


      Nor could he completely discard the notion. If he wanted to pay her back for everything she’d done for him, he needed to conquer her ruin—and to do that, he needed to survive. Even so, he couldn’t bring himself to simply say, “All right, let’s do it!” when he had been hired to protect Carol and Togami. Abandoning them simply wasn’t an option for him.


      Unable to let go of either of his desires, he answered, Don’t do it until it’s the only choice I have left.


      Very well, Alpha replied.


      She said nothing further, nor did Akira ask her any more questions.


      Then the juggernaut released its fourth beam. By now, they’d gained so much distance on the creature that this attack was dramatically weaker than the previous three, but they still didn’t have enough energy to withstand another.


      Akira knew that the next blast would be the end.


      And yet, he refused to ask Alpha to extract him. Though he could have left Zone 3 anytime he wished, provided he did so alone, he struggled on, still intent on getting everyone out alive. So long as he believed this was possible, he would fight tooth and nail to prevent an outcome where Alpha had to bail him out.


      No matter how many hybrids Akira and his companions mowed down in their path, no matter how far they traveled, the Old World city stretched on. Judging from the intervals between the previous blasts, Akira sensed the fifth one would be coming soon. Yet he did not surrender to his fear, nor did he throw in the towel, choosing instead to give his all on the battlefield.


      And as though to reward him for his efforts, the juggernaut’s fifth attack came not as a wide-area beam but rather a melee assault with its gargantuan body. The immense behemoth charged toward them, flattening countless buildings in its path as it did so. Perhaps it had determined that since four energy blasts at such a distance hadn’t done the trick, it needed to get up close and personal before trying again.


      The hunters felt grateful that they’d been given a slight reprieve. Their odds remained the same, however—that final beam, fired at close range once the monster caught up, would put an end to them once and for all.


      And with a running speed that belied its massive size, the juggernaut was drawing inexorably nearer.


      Behind Akira, Carol gave a sad, resigned smile. “I know it’s probably wishful thinking at this point, but think you could pull off one of your crazy miracles right now?”


      “Yeah, don’t worry! We’re all getting out of here!” Akira called back.


      Carol felt rather surprised to hear he had no intention of giving up, but the gloom vanished from her smile. “Now that’s what I wanna hear! I’m rooting for you!”


      “Appreciate it!” he replied, his voice brimming with confidence.


      Akira, over here!


      A grin spread across Akira’s face—Shirou! The opportunity for all of them to escape together had finally arrived. But well aware that Shirou knew what they’d been going through, Akira’s telepathic reply to the young man sounded a tinge disgruntled. Shirou! Took you long enough!


      Sorry, man! I tried to get here as fast as I could! Now head to the exit, pronto!


      In Akira’s augmented vision, Shirou had already highlighted their goal, the exit they needed to reach. Akira double-checked the location, and his expression immediately darkened. Over there?! You’ve gotta be joking!


      No joke! Shake a leg!


      The spot Shirou had designated was on the ruin’s main road—right between Akira’s group and the juggernaut.


      “Tatsukawa! Exit’s over there!” Akira exclaimed, making a sharp one-eighty. His bike rose up in the air as he did so—as if riding along the walls inside an invisible U-shaped pipe—and he shot off in the opposite direction without losing speed.


      Higher and higher he soared until he was clear of the skyscrapers, then sped up. If the buildings couldn’t protect him from being vaporized anyway, then he was in no more danger in the air than on the ground. All that mattered was reaching Shirou’s location as quickly as possible.


      Tatsukawa, who’d also received the exit’s location, was right behind him. “So our savior’s finally shown up! Took his sweet time, didn’t he?”


      “Yeah, you can say that again! But better late than never!”


      “Agreed! Now get a move on before that exit disappears!”


      “Right back atcha!”


      Time was of the essence, and Akira and Tatsukawa went at full speed, watching all the while as the juggernaut’s ominous figure drew closer and closer. No hybrids lay between the hunters and the juggernaut now—the latter’s energy beams had wiped them all out. Thus, their route was unimpeded, but the distance to the gargantuan theropod was vanishing even faster.


      Meanwhile, the juggernaut had noticed its prey approaching and brought its charge to a halt, as it couldn’t fire its beam while moving. But due to its enormous bulk, it couldn’t stop on a dime, instead slowing gradually to keep from toppling over.


      Therein lay Akira and Tatsukawa’s chance. Once the juggernaut came to a stop, it had to power up its beam first, and having spent much of its energy in its headlong rush, it would take longer to ready this attack than the previous four.


      Of course, for a being as powerful as the juggernaut, “longer” only meant a few extra seconds—but to the hunters, every extra second was precious. Those few moments were all they needed to bring the exit into view.


      And there, in the middle of the city’s main street, superimposed on it awkwardly like a badly photoshopped image, was a yawning entrance to a subterranean tunnel.


      “There it is!” Akira cried out.


      He made a beeline for the tunnel—just as the juggernaut opened its jaws wide, ready to fire its fully charged beam. The world around Akira was moving as slowly as he could manage, and he watched as light gradually started to leak from the monster’s mouth.


      Determination burned within him. I can still make it! Alpha hasn’t done anything drastic yet, so it’s not too late! He’d let her decide when he was out of options, but so far, she hadn’t taken action. There was more he could yet do.


      He held his enormous blade at the ready.


      What if he slashed the torrent of energy before it hit them? What if he could hit the beam and redirect it somehow?


      No, not “what if.” Whether he could or couldn’t—that wasn’t the question.


      He would.


      He must.


      And with his mind made up, he channeled all of his power reservoir’s remaining energy into the blade and swung with every last drop of strength he had—just as the devastating beam reached him.


      Light engulfed everything around the point of impact. But Akira and the others were still alive. A cross-shaped slash had sliced the beam apart, redirecting it away from the hunters.


      Wait, cross-shaped?! The sight in front of Akira baffled him. He’d only slashed once. Where had the second slash come from?


      The answer, as it turned out, was right beside him. Olivia was standing there in midair, her blade out as though she’d just drawn it. Sheathing her sword once more, she turned to him.


      “Time is of the essence for you right now, is it not?”


      The world around Akira was moving as slowly as if time had frozen for him. And yet, to his ears, Olivia’s words sounded normal, undistorted. He realized she’d also sheathed her weapon in an instant, so fast that no one perceiving time normally could ever have noticed it.


      “Y-Yeah,” he managed to answer—and his words, too, sounded normal to Olivia.


      Then, without further delay, he headed into the tunnel with Tatsukawa.


      Olivia hung back and waited for them to enter, then followed them into the tunnel. An instant later, the entrance disappeared from sight.




      With their narrow escape from the juggernaut fresh in his mind, Akira breathed a deep sigh in the underground tunnel. “Talk about a close one!”


      He didn’t need to turn around to know what had happened behind him—the data in his augmented vision was enough. Not only had the juggernaut’s reading vanished from his sensors, Zone 3 was no longer even visible. All that his scanner detected behind him was the short path he’d traveled belowground. Everything beyond that was dark, as though covered up with black paint.


      At any rate, he was clearly no longer in Zone 3.


      Behind him, Carol looked somewhat dumbfounded. But as the full realization that she had been rescued dawned on her, she gave Akira a tremendous hug, laughing with joy. Akira couldn’t help but smile too.


      For some time, they rejoiced, until the elation of surviving Zone 3 finally wore off, and a sense of sobriety returned.


      “Well, looks like we get to live another day, at least,” Carol said with more composure, but she was clearly still in good spirits.


      “Yeah, we made it. We all made it.” Amid the joy of surviving, Akira felt even greater relief that he’d managed to protect his companions without Alpha needing to enact her plan.


      Just then, Tatsukawa, whose mech was still flying above them, chimed in over the comms. “That was pretty touch and go back there, no? But hey, at least now we can be certain that Kibayashi’s gonna die laughing when he hears about this. By the way, who’s that chick there? An acquaintance of yours?”


      He was referring to Olivia, who was running alongside Akira’s bike as though this were the most natural thing in the world. Ever the keen observer, Tatsukawa hadn’t missed that her sword technique was largely responsible for having helped them avoid the juggernaut’s beam.


      Akira looked at Olivia again but didn’t recognize her at all. “No, beats me. But Shirou said he was gonna hire a bodyguard to help him get here, so I’m guessing this is her.”


      When Olivia had appeared before Akira in the Iida Commercial District Ruins, immediately following his battle there, he had already lost consciousness. And neither Alpha nor Shiori had told him about her, so this was his first time laying eyes on her.


      Olivia hopped lightly into the air and, allowing inertia to carry her alongside Akira’s bike, stood up straight, then bowed to him gracefully. “My name is Olivia, and I am from Lion’s Tail, Inc. As Mr. Shirou, who has requested our company’s services, instructed me to help you escape, I made the decision to intervene without your permission.”


      “N-No problem, I’m glad you did. Otherwise, we might not be here right now.”


      “You’re too kind. I, too, am glad to see you safe and sound.” And with that, she landed back on the ground and returned to running alongside the bike.


      The boy found himself somewhat nonplussed by what he’d just witnessed, but quickly recovered. “See, Tatsukawa? She’s Shirou’s bodyguard.”


      “Apparently so. Still, Lion’s Tail, Inc., she said? That explains why she’s so talented, but you know how much it costs to hire someone like that? Man, I can’t imagine what kind of connections you’d need either... Who is this Shirou fellow who’s helping us, anyway?”


      “I’m rather in the dark too. All I know is that he hired Togami for something. Got any ideas, Togami?”


      Togami answered from inside Tatsukawa’s mech. “I’m as clueless as you are, unfortunately. And ‘Shirou’ probably isn’t even his real name.”


      “Likely not,” Tatsukawa agreed. “Well, we should be meeting up with him soon, so let’s just ask him then.”


      They followed the tunnel until they encountered Reina’s group waiting outside their parked DUV. Akira braked, but when he saw Shirou’s face, he was shocked.


      “Hey, Akira!” the latter greeted him. “Been a hot minute since we last met, huh?”


      “So you were the one who hired Togami all along,” Akira murmured, astonished.


      Tatsukawa parked his mech nearby, and he and Togami jumped down to the ground. “Oh, you know this guy, Akira?” Togami asked.


      “Yeah, we sorta crossed paths a while back. Don’t ask me for the details, though. I’ve gotta keep it secret, because reasons.”


      Tatsukawa knew better than to court trouble by prying into such things. “All right, then I won’t ask.”


      Togami, however, felt more surprised to see Reina and her attendants. “Hey, Reina, what’s up? I heard you left Kugamayama for a while, but I guess you’re back now?”


      “Yeah. I had some business to take care of elsewhere and only returned yesterday. Glad you seem to be doing well.”


      She turned a smile on him that was both friendly and elegant, through which he could keenly sense her patrician upbringing. Inwardly, he found himself a little shaken, but he managed to disguise his feelings with a wry grin.


      “I dunno if you could call someone who just escaped death by the skin of his teeth ‘doing well,’ exactly.”


      “Oh, really? Then let me rephrase that: I’m pleased you’re still alive.”


      “That’s more like it, and thanks.”


      As they fell into their old banter, he found himself feeling more comfortable, but he also secretly observed her demeanor. Akira was here—the same Akira who had killed Katsuya, regardless of whatever circumstances had led him to do so. Would Reina really be okay? He couldn’t help feeling a nagging anxiety.


      But then Reina’s gaze slid over to Akira, and she grinned in what looked like mild exasperation. “And you’re just full of ups and downs like usual, I see—though I suppose I really shouldn’t be surprised at this point.”


      “Hey, I’m not trying to get myself into these messes,” Akira protested. Upon noticing Reina, he’d been unsure how to approach her, knowing how she’d felt about Katsuya, but since she seemed quite at ease as she spoke to him, he played along. “So, why exactly are you with Shirou?” he asked.


      “Well, it’s a long story,” she said, and hesitated. Shirou had told her she could explain everything to Akira after they’d rescued him—in other words, now. But where should she begin?


      “How about we save the details for after we get back?” Tatsukawa suggested. “Our connection to the outside world’s still unstable, and though I’m admittedly putting my own desires first, I’d like to find a place where I can contact my comrades as soon as possible.”


      No one had any objections to that, and they all agreed to prioritize returning home.


      “I bet you’re exhausted, aren’t you, Akira?” Reina said. “Go on, hop inside the vehicle and take it easy. We’ll handle everything from here on out.”


      “Really? Oh, but I’m supposed to be guarding Carol...” True, fleeing from the juggernaut had taken a toll on him. But they weren’t out of the woods yet, and he felt he couldn’t just rest on his laurels and leave Carol in someone else’s hands while she was paying him.


      So he was about to turn Reina’s offer down when Carol spoke up. “I think you need some downtime too, Akira. At this point, I’m not worried about myself. I should be safe.”


      “Yeah, but I’m your bodyguard—”


      “Rest while you can. That’s an order from your employer,” Carol said cheerfully. “After all, if another monster like that juggernaut shows up, I’ll need you at your best. Got it?”


      She knew full well that saying so was the only way to get him to back down and acquiesce. And just as she’d expected, Akira found no rebuttal.


      “All right,” he said with a small smile. “I could use a break.”


      “Great, I’ll watch over you in the meantime—and even for you, I don’t work for free. After all, considering everything I owe you for today, I’ve got to do something to recoup part of the cost. Oh, and I’ll be borrowing your bike too.”


      “Boy, I’ve really got to keep my eye on you, huh?” Akira teased. “Fine, deal. What about you, Togami?”


      The other hunter understood what he was really asking—whether Togami wanted to kick back in the DUV as well—but he opted to ride with Carol instead. “I’ve gotta do my best to offset my costs too, after all.”


      Akira tossed two of his RL2s to Togami without another word. Then he dismounted from his bike and disappeared inside Reina’s vehicle. Shirou followed him.


      Reina was about to climb up on the vehicle’s roof, but Shiori and Kanae blocked her way, so with a small nod of resignation, she entered the DUV as well. The two maids returned to their posts on the roof, as did Olivia.


      Carol sat astride Akira’s bike, this time in the front, with Togami riding behind her. Last of all, Tatsukawa reentered his mech. With everyone ready to depart, they set off once more through the underground tunnel. They encountered a number of monsters along the way, but none of them were any match for the relic hunters.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 231: A Reason for Murder


      After entering Reina’s vehicle, Akira took a seat and forced himself to clear his mind of the stress of battle. The more he relaxed, the more keenly aware of his fatigue he became. He downed some meds and then, as he felt them starting to work within his body, let out a long sigh.


      Beside him, Shirou was grinning from ear to ear. “Well? I saved you just as I promised, didn’t I? You couldn’t have made it out of there without my help. So I’d say you owe me a ton, wouldn’t you?”


      Now that Shirou had held up his end of the bargain, he wanted Akira to introduce him to Tsubaki. But with Reina next to them, Akira couldn’t outright say Tsubaki’s name, so he had to weigh his words carefully.


      After hesitating for a moment, he replied, “Sorry, I can’t.”


      Naturally, Shirou’s smile vanished. “Hey, hold up now, Akira, you can’t just blow me off here! You know how much trouble I went through to save you?! If I hadn’t shown up when I did, you definitely would have died!”


      “I won’t deny that, and I know I owe you big time—just not enough to agree to your request, that’s all.”


      The two young hunters locked gazes, eyes unblinking. Each could see the resolve in the other’s face.


      But after some time of silence, the one who had the most to lose by getting on the other’s bad side—Shirou—backed down with a sigh.


      “All right. Then, may I ask what kind of favor would be enough? You did just admit you owe me a lot, right? How much more are we talking?”


      “That’s not the problem,” Akira replied. “If, say, you hired me to take you to the restricted area of Zone 1 and guard you, I wouldn’t mind. But I’m currently on a contract with Carol, and I can’t just break it. So wait until that’s over.”


      “Do you mean we’d head there via the surface? Or underground?”


      “Take your pick—either’s fine with me. But if I’m gonna be your bodyguard, I get to decide whether it’s too dangerous to continue. If things get dicey, I’m going to turn right around and whisk you back to safety. We’ve gotta take risks, but I won’t let you walk into certain death.”


      Shirou groaned. He already had Olivia protecting him, and with Akira’s strength as well, he might very well reach Tsubaki safely. But simply having Akira with him as a bodyguard wouldn’t be enough of a bargaining chip to guarantee winning over the AI.


      Sugadome had told Shirou that after making contact with Tsubaki, the young man could also handle the negotiations himself if he wanted to. Succeeding in this probably wouldn’t suffice to get him off the hook for fleeing Sakashita, but it was better than nothing when he had yet to give Sugadome any results at all. And Shirou also had to persuade Sugadome to let him stay out and about longer. So he was determined to succeed in business talks with Tsubaki.


      What ought he to do? Cash in on the debt Akira owed him now, or save it for later?


      At that moment, Akira had a sudden thought. “Come to think of it, why are you with him, Reina?”


      “Because he hired us to guard him.”


      “That so? No offense, but I’m surprised you agreed to. You did hear what kind of mess we were in, right? Why’d you want to go to such a dangerous— Oh, now I get it! So that’s what’s going on.”


      “Whatever do you mean?” she inquired.


      “You and your maids, including that powerhouse of a woman, must be the bodyguards Shirou wanted to use my connections for, right? Makes sense you’d ask someone like her to come help someone in such dire straits. Well, thanks—I’m glad you did, because she was a lifesaver!”


      “Don’t mention it. I’m glad you made it out safe too,” Reina answered with a smile, not bothering to correct him.


      Shirou was so busy mulling over his dilemma that he was barely listening to their conversation and nearly missed their final exchange, but all at once he frowned. Their words had just registered in his mind. “Hold up, hold up! That’s not what happened at all, Akira! I hired Olivia myself!”


      “Yeah, but through Reina, right? Just like you hired Reina through me?”


      “No, not at all! I hired her myself! Reina wasn’t involved in any way, shape, or form!” The last thing Shirou wanted was for Akira to think he owed Reina a substantial favor instead.


      But Reina cut him off. “True, but could you really have hired Miss Olivia without me? As I recall, you pretty much threatened me into cooperating.”


      Akira had been gazing intently at Shirou, and now his eyes narrowed. “Hey, is that true?” he asked.


      Shirou didn’t know what to say right away. He found Reina’s account hard to contradict, but whatever Akira was imagining was probably far worse than what had actually transpired. And Reina knew as much, so she’d undoubtedly chosen her words to make Akira think badly of him. Shirou couldn’t help but shoot her a harsh look.


      Reina simply grinned back at him as though to say, “That’s what you get for taking advantage of us earlier!” Then she continued, “To be honest, though, Akira, there’s more to the story than that. I’ll explain everything, so would you wait until I’m finished speaking before forming any conclusions?”


      She gave Shirou a glance that said something along the lines of “We’re even now, but zip your lips while I’m speaking, or I’ll make sure Akira never trusts you again.”


      Shirou read the look in her eyes loud and clear. With a sigh, he gave a small nod to show he understood.


      Reassured, Reina turned back to Akira. Then she pulled out the white card for him to see. “Do you remember this card?” she asked.


      “Um, well, maybe? Should I?”


      “All right, then that’s where I’ll start. Remember back when we were all in the Iida ruins, looking for that Old World automaton?”


      With a serious expression, she proceeded to recount to him how, when he’d fallen unconscious at the end of his long battle, Olivia had left the white card behind for him, that Olivia was from the Old World Lion’s Tail, and that Shiori had tricked him into giving the card to her.


      Her words jogged his memory. “Oh, right, now I remember!” he exclaimed. “That card! So what was it for, anyway? Wait, don’t tell me it’s the key to incredible riches, and you’re gonna make good on Shiori’s promise and give me part of the spoils?!”


      He sounded elated at the prospect of suddenly coming into a great deal of money—wholly the opposite of what she’d expected.


      “Er, then, you’re not angry at us?” she probed.


      “For what?”


      “For Shiori swindling the card from you, of course!”


      “Swindling?” asked Akira in surprise. “I agreed to give it to her.”


      “W-Well, sure, but...” Surely he understood that Shiori had taken advantage of his ignorance, right? Reina was flabbergasted—he didn’t seem to mind at all.


      “Look, I know what you’re trying to say,” Akira told her. “This card’s so valuable that Shiori felt she had to cheat me out of it, right? So you wanna know why I’m not pissed off.”


      “Right, exactly! I mean, the card is—”


      “Look, even if I’d kept it, I wouldn’t have known how to use it to get those riches or who to ask. Shiori seemed like she did know, so as long as she gave me some of whatever she got, I figured it was a pretty sweet deal. Anyway, what’s done is done. I already agreed—not gonna blow a fuse now.”


      Akira spoke from the heart, and everything he said was true. However, there was another reason he wasn’t upset—one more detail he remembered concerning the white card. Back when he’d been negotiating with Shiori, Alpha herself had recommended he hand the card over to the maid. Presumably, then, holding on to it would have caused more problems for him somehow. Not only had he avoided them, whatever they might have been, but he could now expect to profit from his deal with Shiori in the end. As far as he was concerned, he had no reason to be angry.


      Reina didn’t know anything about Alpha’s involvement behind the scenes, but she could tell he truly wasn’t upset, which greatly relieved her. “Well, if you say so,” she replied with a smile. “I really didn’t want us to fight, so I’m glad you feel that way. Thanks for being so understanding.”


      At this point, she could have left well enough alone, satisfied with where things stood. Yet, though fully aware of this, she continued, “Still, the fact remains that Shiori intentionally fleeced you, and I’ll take responsibility for that. I don’t want to just sweep it under the rug, so if there’s anything you want me to do for you, just say the word. There’s a limit to what I’ll agree to, of course, but please feel free to ask.”


      Underlying her actions was her desire to live up to the image of an ideal leader for Shiori and Kanae. She didn’t want them to feel embarrassed to serve under her, and so she resolutely confronted the situation with Akira rather than seeking to avoid it.


      For his part, Akira was nonplussed. “I mean, I’m not sure what to tell you, honestly.” As far as he could tell, Reina was clearly determined to take responsibility for Shiori’s actions, so treating the matter lightly would just be rude to her at this point. But then, what should he ask her for? Should he just tell her he’d take a rain check and get back to her later? Given that she didn’t want to fight with him, she’d probably agree.


      He was about to open his mouth when he reconsidered. Her words—“I really didn’t want us to fight”—came back to him.


      “Anything I want? You mean that?” he said with a serious look in his eyes.


      Sensing the sudden change in atmosphere, Reina answered solemnly, “That’s right, though I reserve the right to decline once I hear it.”


      “All right, then here goes.”


      She waited with bated breath.


      “Don’t ever, ever become my enemy, no matter what happens,” he said.
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      Reina was caught off guard. “A-Are you sure you want that to be your request? Come on, I don’t plan to ever be your enemy anyway, so you don’t even have to ask.”


      “Yeah, I’m sure. That’s what I want. Well, I say ‘ever,’ but I guess I just mean if you can help it. I realize there could come a time where that might be impossible.”


      Reina couldn’t help letting a touch of displeasure show on her face. He wasn’t even expecting her to honor her end of the bargain! “Akira, are you absolutely certain about this? You don’t want to ask for anything else instead?”


      “Yep, that’s it.”


      By now, Reina was feeling quite offended. How could he treat her earnest attempt to take responsibility for Shiori’s actions so lightly?!


      “After all,” Akira added softly, “I never got to ask the same thing of Yumina.”


      His words hit Reina like a truck. She already knew he’d killed Yumina around the same time as he had Katsuya. The latter incident made sense to her, but Akira and Yumina had been friends. And yet, when Yumina faced him as an enemy, he’d struck her down. Was that just part and parcel of being a hunter? A blend of emotions had swirled inside her over Yumina’s end, quite separate from her feelings over how Akira had killed Katsuya.


      But hearing the gravity in his tone now, she finally understood. Yumina and Akira had indeed clashed—fought to the death. Yet neither of them had wished it. She didn’t know what circumstances had led to their ill-fated encounter, but she could tell they’d both done all they could to avoid it.


      And despite their efforts, things hadn’t worked out the way they’d hoped.


      As these pieces fit into place, she felt her discontent toward Akira fading away. Sure, he’d been the death of Katsuya and Yumina. But he’d had no other choice. And though she was also aware that she wanted to believe such had been the case—that her desire might have unconsciously had a hand in leading her to that conclusion—she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.


      And knowing just how impossible Akira thought his request was, just how ridiculous he felt for even asking something so futile, she answered with confidence, “Very well. I, Reina Riralto Laurence, swear on my name that I will never become your enemy.”


      Akira had no way of knowing the weight and significance of the promise Reina had just made to him. But he could feel her unfathomable resolve, and that was good enough for him. “Really?” he said, brightening. “Thanks, that’s a big relief.”


      His reply was brief, but Reina felt the sincerity of his gratitude all the same and smiled back at him.


      Meanwhile, as Shirou watched them converse, he felt terribly out of place. What? Wait a minute, you’re telling me that in the middle of this heavy atmosphere, I have to explain to Akira how I came to hire Olivia? Gimme a break!


      He knew, though, that refusing to explain wasn’t an option. Thanks to Olivia coming to the rescue at the last minute, Akira found himself immensely in Shirou’s debt—and if Shirou didn’t make this absolutely clear, Reina would take all the glory for herself. If he butted in now, however, Akira would definitely think he was an idiot who couldn’t read the room, and his opinion of Shirou would lessen. In order to ensure a favorable introduction to Tsubaki, Shirou needed to be in Akira’s good graces as well. What to do? Now Shirou had even more to agonize over.


      “By the way, Shirou,” Akira asked, suddenly remembering, “what did Reina mean when she said you ‘pretty much threatened her’?”


      “Er, well, the thing is...” Shirou stammered. Feeling the pressure of Akira’s gaze, he could practically see the other boy’s opinion of him dropping by the moment, and he started to panic.


      Then Reina threw him a lifeline. “Don’t worry about that, Akira! He was just in a hurry to hire Olivia. That said... You know, at the time, I was pretty upset about it, I’m not going to lie. Still, because he hurried, we managed to make it in time to rescue you, so all’s well that ends well.”


      “Yeah? Okay, if you’re fine with that, I’ll let it go.”


      Seeing Akira relax, Shirou let out a small breath of relief. Then he noticed Reina’s gaze on him. “You owe me for this,” it said. He had no choice but to nod back.


      “Then let me give you my take, Akira,” he began. “Reina simply let me borrow that card, that’s all. Connecting to the Old World Lion’s Tail, negotiating for a bodyguard, paying the fee—all that jazz, I did myself.”


      “But didn’t you hire Reina and her maids to come with you?”


      “I did, sure. That’s got nothing to do with Olivia, though. So any debt you owe to Olivia for saving you goes to me, who hired her. Not Reina. She’s not involved. You follow me?”


      “Yeah, yeah, you don’t need to go that far to spell it out,” said Akira. “I get it. So what now? You want me to take you to the restricted part of Zone 1 after I’m done working for Carol?”


      Shirou hesitated. “No, for now, I’ll just take a rain check.”


      “Works for me,” Akira said.


      Both Reina and Shirou had now managed to make sure they were on the same page as Akira. This was the opportune moment for each of them to plan their next moves.


      Reina glanced at the card in her hand. Since the matter of Shiori cheating Akira out of this is finally settled, what should I do with it? Should I discuss the matter with Shiori first, now that the situation’s changed?


      She shot a furtive glance at Akira. All things considered, he should have been able to use this card. Did he really not know what it was for, or did he know and was simply pretending not to? On the one hand, revealing something to him that he hadn’t been aware of was probably fine—but if he had just been playing dumb all along, telling him about the card might provoke him to anger. And here she’d just promised she wouldn’t be his enemy.


      Yes, talking to Shiori would probably be best, she thought. So much has happened since we first made plans. We’ll have to reconsider what we wanted Akira to do for us too.


      Much like Shirou, Reina had also originally wanted to work with Akira in order to use the card safely. But as things stood, perhaps there was something else she could ask Akira for help with instead. Akira mentioned the restricted part of Zone 1 earlier. If that’s where Shirou’s objective is, then what is he planning? Is he seeking to negotiate with the AI overseer, perhaps? But then why would he need Akira’s help? Would bringing Akira along increase his odds of negotiating successfully? With an Old World AI?


      And then she wondered, Is Akira involved with that AI somehow?!


      Unthinkable. Out of the question! Yet hadn’t Olivia made a point to leave the card with him back in Iida? Maybe—just maybe—this speculation was more probable than it seemed. After all, there was no way Olivia, a representative from the Old World Lion’s Tail, would just randomly drop off one of their cards with a hunter who happened to be in the area—and an unconscious one, no less.


      It seems preposterous—but it happened. So we need to go back to the drawing board and reconsider everything in light of this. Then, in order to secure Akira’s cooperation, I’d like to come up with a way to get him in our debt somehow.


      As Reina was thus preoccupied with her thoughts, Shirou also stole a glance at Akira. He’s volunteered to escort me to a restricted area that’s thoroughly guarded by Kugamayama’s defense force. So in terms of what we owe each other, he’s definitely held up his end of the bargain. Now I just need to figure out how to persuade him to introduce me to Tsubaki.


      How could he get Akira deeply enough in his debt for such a tall order? He thought for a while but failed to come up with any good plans. Even so, he didn’t feel discouraged. Well, I’m sure I’ll manage it somehow. For whatever reason, it seems Akira has a tendency to get wrapped up in outlandish incidents—like the one I just rescued him from—so I’m confident an opportunity to do him a big favor is right around the corner. And besides, if he’s the trustworthy guy I think he is and he’s serious about honoring his agreements, then I don’t even need to stay too hung up on the whole Tsubaki thing, really. I could just get him to cooperate with me on my real objective instead.


      For Shirou, his goal of negotiating with Tsubaki was only a means to an end, a way to earn enough brownie points with Sugadome to excuse his escape from Sakashita as mere sightseeing. But if having Akira on his side would allow him to accomplish his main goal, he could forget all about Tsubaki.


      Right now, with Olivia as my bodyguard, protecting myself shouldn’t be a problem, but if I run out of chrome to pay her, that’ll be the end of that. Whereas with Akira, I can at least pay him in aurum—though, well, I doubt money alone will be enough to control him, so I need a chance to do him a solid, of course. I still have to keep an eye out for that.


      Just then, Akira noticed that both Reina and Shirou had the same look in their eyes as they stared at him. “Hey, what gives, you two?”


      “Nothing!” they chorused.


      “Really, now?” He wasn’t going to press them, of course, but he still felt a mite curious. So he asked Alpha, Do you know why they were staring at me like that?


      They’re probably both thinking about ways they can get you in their debt.


      Huh? I’d expect that from Shirou, but Reina too?


      I’m guessing there’s something she wants you to do for her, Alpha told him. And even if not, I find it hard to believe she came this far just because Shirou hired her as his bodyguard. You and Reina aren’t so close that she’d willingly rush into danger to rescue you without some ulterior motive. Nor would Shirou have come had there not been something in it for him, right?


      Yeah, that makes sense. Perhaps he should just ask them both if they wanted something from him. But then he reconsidered—he was still hired by Carol at the moment. Why go out of his way to complicate things? So he kept his mouth shut.


      Shortly afterward, Reina’s DUV arrived at the partition separating Zone 1 and Zone 2. “What’s this? The door’s open now?” Akira asked, surprised.


      “Yeah, ’cause I opened it,” Shirou said matter-of-factly.


      “Wait, for real? How’d you manage that?”


      “Well, it wasn’t easy, I’ll tell you that much. Oh, now that we’re through, I ought to shut it again. One sec.” Prying the door open by forcing his way through the ruin’s security system had proven an ordeal for him, but shutting the door once more was quite easy by comparison. The door slowly closed itself behind him.


      Tatsukawa’s panicked voice broke over the comms. “Whoa! The bulkhead’s sealing on its own! What’s going on?!”


      “Well, yeah, we don’t wanna leave it open,” Shirou replied. “Monsters might come through, y’know?”


      “You shut it?!” Tatsukawa raised his voice, realizing not only that they had someone present who could interfere with the ruin’s systems, but also that with that door closed, vehicles and mechs would no longer be able to make their way inside. But when he spoke next, his voice was calm again. “So that was you, Shirou? Just who are you, anyway?”


      “That’s classified, man. You’re better off not asking, in fact,” the boy replied nonchalantly.


      However, even from such a terse reply, Tatsukawa was already able to infer a number of things. “I see. All right, then, but can I at least ask you to open that partition back up later on if we need it?”


      “Depends on the sitch and how much you’re willing to pay, I guess,” said Shirou. “I’ll at least give you my contact info. If you come across something that might get Akira deep in my debt, call me anytime.”


      Akira scowled. “Hey, now.”


      “Oh, c’mon. That much is fair game at least, right?” Shirou retorted, without a hint of remorse.




      After a while, the DUV finally arrived at the partition separating Zone 1 from the ruin’s periphery. Once again, Shirou closed the bulkhead behind them. From here on out, they wouldn’t have to worry about monsters at all, so everyone gathered together in the vehicle, with Tatsukawa setting his mech to follow them on remote control.


      Once they were all seated inside the DUV, Tatsukawa had a request regarding where they should head next.


      “So we’ll be outside the ruin pretty soon. Are you planning on taking the tunnel all the way back to Mihazono? I don’t want to be selfish or anything, but if there’s an exit nearby, I’d really like to head back to the surface, if you don’t mind. My comrades are waiting for me to rendezvous with them.”


      Tatsukawa had already contacted his teammates in Dragonriver and let them know he was safe, explaining what had happened and where he was. At this, Mercia had just told him to “come back soon”—but there was a quiet fury behind her words that made him feel like he ought to hurry off to his sweetheart as soon as possible, lest he regret it.


      “Actually, that would be better for me as well,” Reina agreed. Pamela and her troops were most likely still in Mihazono. So long as Olivia was around, Pamela probably wouldn’t try to attack them again, but the fact remained that Shirou, not Reina, was the one who had hired Olivia. The automaton wasn’t necessarily an ally, so Reina wanted to avoid running afoul of her at all costs.


      “We can probably find an exit if we look around,” objected Carol, “but then again, we might not, in which case we’ll end up wasting more time in the tunnel, right? On the other hand, we know there’s an exit to the surface in Mihazono. So while I know it’s a pain, I get the feeling we’re better off just heading there.”


      Akira agreed with Carol, but he was also exhausted and simply wanted to get back to the surface as soon as possible. He considered asking Alpha whether there was an exit nearby, but then thought better of it: that wasn’t something he’d normally know, and mentioning it would rouse the others’ suspicions. So instead, he asked Shirou, “Any idea whether there’s an exit close by? You closed one of those bulkheads pretty easily, so maybe there’s one you could open for us too?”


      “Being able to open and shut them and knowing where they are are two different things, man,” Shirou said. “How about you, Olivia? Know of any exits near us?”


      He turned to her reluctantly—it was quite possible Olivia might interpret his words as a request to use her as “transportation” and charge him extra. But he was at his wits’ end.


      “There is indeed an exit nearby,” she answered. “I can guide you there if you like.”


      “Really? That’d be a huge help! Please do.”


      Tatsukawa and Reina sighed in relief as they drove off to the exit, following Olivia’s directions.


      But even as Shirou had asked Olivia about the exit, Alpha had been staring fixedly at the automaton. And Olivia herself had been among those who’d noticed.


      ◆


      On the outskirts of Kuzusuhara, in one of the many fields of rubble to the ruin’s east, a large Dragonriver unit was standing by, with Mercia at their head. A mere glance at her face was all it took to tell how upset she was.


      One of the mech pilots was keeping an eye on her as he chatted with his colleagues over the comms. “Say, I know the big guy is in trouble and all, but I’m astonished Mercia was able to get a unit this large together so quickly. Almost makes me think she guessed this would happen and prepared everything beforehand.”


      “I mean, I wouldn’t put it past her,” his colleague replied. “She’s told us before that her primary role as vice commander is to make sure the commander doesn’t do anything reckless or lead Dragonriver into disaster. I’ll bet she over-prepares just in case, even if it usually ends up being a waste of time and effort.”


      “Yeah, I can see that,” another coworker chimed in. “But if she’s really going that far every time, can you imagine how hard she must be working behind the scenes? Still, if she’s doing it for Tatsukawa’s sake, I shouldn’t be surprised. Guess that’s true love for you. Me, I’d just find that kind of passion terrifying.”


      “Agreed,” the man said. “Hm? Oh, lookie there. We’re getting a reading.”


      The mech’s scanning device automatically zoomed in on the rubble to show the location of whatever it had picked up—just as a mass of dust and rubble blasted up into the sky like an underground explosion. Olivia had kicked a section of crumbling tunnel with all her might, creating a huge hole that led to the surface.


      Before the dust even started to clear, the Dragonriver hunters could make out a red mech emerging, immediately followed by Reina’s DUV and those riding in it. Olivia had picked up the entire vehicle and was carrying it out of the new chasm.


      She set it down, and Tatsukawa climbed out. Mercia strode over to him, glaring. At her orders, half of the Dragonriver members headed into the large hole to secure the tunnel. The other half stayed behind to set up a provisional base of operations for the elite hunter team, constructing barriers around the area and the like.


      Tatsukawa flinched when he saw the look on his lover’s face as she approached, but he held his ground. Akira and his other companions, who’d also exited the vehicle by now, looked on from a distance to see what was going to happen.


      But when Mercia finally stood in front of Tatsukawa, she gripped him in a big hug. “You had me so worried!” she declared, her voice barely a whisper.


      A small smile crossed his face. “I know. I’m sorry,” he apologized, making no excuses.


      As experienced relic hunters, each knew all too well that whenever they parted, that could be the last time they ever saw each other. Now they were clearly relieved from the bottom of their hearts to be reunited.


      But then Mercia spoke again, her tone sullen. “So you admit you’re in the wrong?”


      “Hmm?”


      All at once, Tatsukawa went flying—Mercia’s fist had slammed into him at point-blank range. Fortunately, Tatsukawa hadn’t taken the punch at full force. He’d realized it was coming an instant beforehand and defended himself.


      “You blockhead!” she screamed. “How many times do I have to tell you not to charge ahead on your own like that, dammit?! Are you trying to piss me off now?! Well, you better believe it’s working!” She shot forward, covering the distance to him in an instant, and kicked a long leg directly at his head. Tatsukawa leaned backward, just barely dodging it.


      “C’mon, I said I was sorry! And, I mean, did I really have a choice?! Considering the safety of the unit, going ahead first was the best possible—”


      “Don’t you dare give me that bullshit again! Why are you always like this?!”


      With that, a rather extreme lover’s spat unfolded before the onlookers. The two figures dueled rapidly in the air, with Mercia mostly insulting and attacking while Tatsukawa desperately tried to defend himself and mollify her with every excuse he could think of. In the background, the members of Dragonriver continued to go about their tasks, paying them no mind whatsoever and not even trying to stop them. For them, this was business as usual.


      Akira and those with him watched the drama, somewhat astonished but mostly amused. But time was ticking, and they couldn’t afford to wait around for the lovers to make up. Shirou excused himself first.


      “All right, looks like this is where we go our separate ways. I’ll call you later, Akira, so be sure to pick up, okay? See ya.” He climbed on his bike behind Olivia, activated his camouflage and disappeared from sight. Then they drove off. Because he was on the run from Sakashita, he didn’t want to stand out—hence the camouflage. The sight of a woman in a maid uniform driving a bike all by herself in the middle of the East might be conspicuous in its own way, of course, but it was better than the sight of her running alongside a bike that appeared unmanned.


      Akira and Carol took their leave next. “We’re heading home too. See you later, Reina!”


      “Yeah, take care!” Reina said with a wave.


      The two of them decided to head straight home to Carol’s apartment. Her RV was still parked at the Mihazono ruins, but neither of them felt like retrieving it right then, and dawn was breaking. They needed some rest first.


      Shiori watched them go, then turned to Reina. “We ought to hurry home as well, miss. Chloe won’t be able to seize us so easily once we’re in the city.”


      “Good point. Sorry we didn’t really get a chance to talk much this time, Togami, but I’ve got to go. There are some things I need to take care of. We can take our time and catch up later.”


      “No worries, sounds good,” said the boy. “Catch you later, Reina. And, hey, I feel kind of bad that you got roped into all this as soon as you returned.”


      “Yeah, we had a pretty rough time of it, huh? Yet when you consider that Akira was with us, it would have been even stranger for something like that not to happen, wouldn’t it?” she said with a grin.


      “Amen to that!” he laughed.


      Then they said their goodbyes and parted in good humor. Togami made for Druncam HQ on his bike. But the more he thought about how in the world he was going to make his report, and how much of his experiences he ought to even divulge, the more his smile became strained as he sped away.


      Reina returned to her DUV. As she and her maids drove off, she pulled out the white card and looked at it again. “All right, Shiori. In light of what we’ve learned, we need to reconsider how we’re going to get Akira to cooperate with us and how much we ought to involve him.”


      “Agreed, miss,” Shiori said.


      Something critical had changed—Akira had always been an important element in their plans, but now he was even more vital. And so, Reina and Shiori put their heads together and discussed what they were going to do going forward, as their vehicle covered the distance to Kugamayama City.


      Dodging Mercia’s fierce punches and kicks, Tatsukawa noticed the other hunters were slipping away one after another, and he cried out in protest. “Hey, Mercia, enough already! We’re wasting so much time here they just left without us! I didn’t even get to say anything!”


      “Oh? Looking over there when you should be paying attention to me, are you? Don’t worry, we’re going to have a long talk after this where you’ll get to say plenty!”


      And with that, Mercia’s punch sank into the distracted Tatsukawa’s gut. But Tatsukawa, who knew his lover well, had deliberately let her hit him, hoping this might calm her down. And Mercia, for her part, understood what he was up to. The longtime friends couldn’t help displaying their great affection toward one another, so Tatsukawa went flying once again.


      Their colleagues in Dragonriver just looked on, half exasperated.


      “Guess we didn’t need to worry about him,” observed one. “Even after getting chased by a juggernaut, he’s still full of energy.”


      “At least he’s healthy, I guess,” said another.


      They went back to their work. Not long afterward, the Dragonriver provisional base was completed, and around the same time, the hunters who’d descended into the tunnel finished securing the portion that connected to Mihazono.


      ◆


      Back at Carol’s apartment, Akira decided to take a bath before going to bed. Carol’s facilities had even higher-quality water than the remodeled bath he’d lost along with his house, and as he soaked in it, he could feel his fatigue melt away.


      Carol, who’d joined him, watched his blissful expression with a sigh. After all their adventures and stress, she’d dared to hold out a little hope that Akira’s excitement might lead him to desire the body of a woman—but seeing the glazed-over look in his eyes, she could already tell he wasn’t interested in anything other than the hot water enveloping him.


      She gave up and just let herself enjoy the bath with him.


      “You know, when I look back on all we went through... That was pretty wild,” she murmured.


      “Yeah... For real...” he replied. “We probably should have just turned back before we reached Zone 3. I was cocky... Sorry about that, Carol.”


      He hadn’t known what lay ahead, of course. He had only been able to work with the info he’d had at the time, and for all he’d known then, they could have made it there and back without difficulty. More importantly, Alpha hadn’t kept him from going. But Akira was still Carol’s bodyguard for the moment, so not turning back with her safety in mind had been a bad call in his eyes.


      “You don’t have to apologize,” she said with a smile. “I agreed that we should go on ahead too, and besides, you protected me just like you were supposed to.”


      “Well... Thanks. Really relieved to hear it.”


      They’d survived yet another deadly crisis together, and that was all that mattered. The contented glance that passed between them contained no shade of resentment.


      “Although,” Carol teased, “if you really feel guilty about it, I wouldn’t say no to a generous discount on my fee to you to make up for it.” Then she sighed, and her smile vanished. “Actually, I’ll just be straight with you. What I owe you for protecting me from that juggernaut is far more than I can actually afford. I’m being completely serious—I can’t possibly pay you what you deserve. So what should I do?”


      “Hmm. Yeah, that’s a problem, then. What to do?”


      Akira thought things over. Of course, he couldn’t just tell her not to worry about paying—he needed that money. For one thing, he still had to pay Inabe back for his current set of gear. He didn’t know the going rate for protection from a juggernaut, but he did want payment in full if she could scrounge it up somehow.


      “Well, I did tell you I’d be willing to take a loss on your bodyguard fee if you forgot we ever met that one woman,” he finally said. “So just pay me what you can. I won’t press you for the whole amount or anything, I promise.”


      “Really?! Are you sure?”


      “Yeah. But in that case, once this month you’ve already paid for is over, our contract ends. I won’t work for you beyond that.”


      Carol looked disappointed for a moment, but then smiled. “Thanks. Just writing off that debt alone is a huge weight off my shoulders. It’s a shame we can’t work together any longer, but I understand.” Then she smirked. “That is, unless you’re willing to take some payment other than aurum. I’m pretty confident that the value of these can hold up against the corporate currencies, you know?” She leaned over, bringing her ample breasts closer to him. “What do you say? Wanna find out for yourself?”


      “Pass” came the instant reply.


      “Aw, c’mon,” she pouted. But despite having been turned down once again, she was all smiles.




      After their bath, they went straight to bed. As Akira lay there with Carol next to him, her naked body covered only by a sheet so thin he could see right through it, he allowed sleep to take him.


      ◆


      Around the time that the sun was starting to set once more, Carol was awoken by a message from Viola. The hunter snapped awake immediately—this notification had made a different alert tone from usual. She checked the message, then shook the slumbering boy.


      “Akira, wake the hell up! It’s an emergency!”


      Akira tried to mumble a groggy protest, but Carol gave him no chance.


      “We need to move, now! Grab what you need while I try and figure out how I’m gonna to explain this to you.”


      “Got it.” Akira knew not to ask questions, and not just from Carol’s attitude—he caught the look on Alpha’s face. Immediately, he started gathering his things. He donned his powered suit, equipped his weapons, and strapped on his backpack.


      Meanwhile, as Carol made her own preparations, she summarized the situation for him.


      “All right, so I got a message from Viola saying we need to flee the city at once, that it’s an emergency. As you know, Viola’s happy to warn you of something and then not care whether you listen, so this urgency isn’t like her. And she already knows that if she jokes around about such things, I’ll kill her in a heartbeat. So this sounds like serious trouble. She’s sent the details to me in a link, but she wrote we shouldn’t look at it until we’re on the move. All right, we ready? Let’s go!”


      Carol headed for the front door, but Akira stopped her.


      “Let’s use that instead,” he said, pointing to the veranda.


      She nodded, and they both leaped through it. At the same time, Alpha drove Akira’s bike directly beneath them. They landed right on it and took off into the air without delay.


      Shortly thereafter, Akira received a call from Inabe.


      “Akira! Where are you right now?!” demanded the city executive.


      “Inabe? Hey, uh, I’m kinda busy right—”


      “If you’re still in the city, get out now! Flee to the wasteland and hide! Listen to me, and listen good! As of now, you’re a wanted hunter! There’s a bounty on your head—for the murder of Udajima!”


      Akira was so startled that he couldn’t help raising his voice. “What?! Wait, hold up! But I haven’t even killed him yet!”


      He’d just inadvertently admitted his intent to kill a city executive in front of Carol, but right now the news that he had a bounty on him was far more urgent. At that moment, he received the all-points bulletin from the Hunter Office detailing his bounty, confirming that what Inabe said was true.


      Akira was so dumbfounded he couldn’t speak.


      “Yeah, I know!” Inabe said gruffly. “I was almost certain you hadn’t! But there’s no guarantee I can clear your name either! The defense force troops are already on their way to apprehend you, but if you encounter them, do not agree to surrender, whatever you do! Understand?! I’ll be in touch later on!”


      He hung up. Almost immediately, Akira received a transmission on his short-range comms. The bike’s scanner showed several mech-shaped objects approaching from behind him at high speed.


      “Akira?” said a voice. “This is the Kugamayama City defense force! You’re under arrest for the murder of Udajima! Lay down your weapons and surrender! I repeat! This is the—”


      “Akira! Floor it!” screamed Carol.


      He didn’t hesitate. They shot off into the air right away, fleeing headlong.


      For a moment, before she’d spoken up, he’d been of two minds over what to do. Alone, he would not have felt worried, but Carol was with him. Should he take extra measures to make sure she didn’t get wrapped up in his problems? Like letting her off the bike some distance away and explaining to the defense force that she wasn’t involved? But then, what if the defense force just ignored Carol and went after him anyway? Perhaps he ought to run this question by her first.


      Then he heard Carol’s voice telling him to flee, and all doubts vanished from his mind. Now he was able to focus wholly on escaping. Soon he had left the defense force in the dust.


      He was not yet in the clear, though. The defense force mechs could fly faster than his bike, and they were still within attack range. They hadn’t opened fire yet, but only because their leaders wanted to settle the matter without resorting to violence if possible—they didn’t want to start a fight in the city and cause damage, even if outside the walls.


      But all that would change the moment he entered the wasteland. Once he crossed the city lines, they would know he had no intention of surrendering, nor would they have to worry about damaging property. Then they wouldn’t hesitate to use force.


      Of course, he could attack them first, in which case all bets were off.


      Akira understood this, which was why he didn’t plan to strike first. But he also knew that as soon as the wasteland appeared below—or perhaps even the slums—he would find himself under fire, forced to focus on defending himself and Carol instead of fleeing.


      At that moment, he received a call from Shirou.


      “Yo, Akira! Sounds like you’re in a pickle! Want a hand? I’ll help you escape if you’re prepared to owe me big time!”


      Now that Akira had a bounty on his head, he hesitated for a moment about whether he actually wanted Shirou’s help—he couldn’t entirely discount the possibility that this was all a trap the other young man had set up himself. But at the same time, Shirou needed Akira in his debt to earn a favorable introduction to Tsubaki, which he wouldn’t get by intentionally deceiving Akira. Besides, by choosing to help Akira out, Shirou was putting himself in just as much danger.


      Determining that Shirou’s offer probably wasn’t a trap after all, Akira agreed. “All right, fine! Help me!”


      “You got it! I’m sending you a route now. Follow it exactly!”


      The data from Shirou appeared as a curved line of light in Akira’s augmented vision. As Akira maneuvered his bike along the line, the defense force pursuing him disappeared toward the wasteland in the opposite direction.


      “What in the world did you do to them, Shirou?” Akira asked.


      “Hacked into their mechs’ systems,” Shirou answered. “Modified their data to make it look like you took off in the other direction. Just a temporary measure, though, so hurry and get out of the city while you can. If you follow that route I sent you, you’ll meet up with me. We’ll talk details once we rendezvous, including the fact that you owe me one now. Later!” Shirou hung up.


      “Man, looks like he can do just about anything,” Akira uttered, astonished.


      Behind him, Carol simply felt relieved they’d managed to shake their pursuers. “Yeah, he’s something else, all right. And he’s correct—we ought to make tracks while we can.”


      “Yeah!”


      And with that, they left Kugayama City as fast as they could.




      Once they were a considerable distance from the city and couldn’t detect anyone pursuing them, Akira decided to stop and take refuge in a nearby abandoned building to reassess the situation and gather his thoughts. As he and Carol climbed down from the bike, they both sighed deeply.


      “Good grief, what the hell’s going on?” he muttered, exasperated.


      “Seriously,” Carol said. “You just can’t catch a break, can you? Well, first, let’s check that info Viola sent and see what we’re dealing with, shall we?”


      Viola had instructed them to look at the attached data when they were on the road, but this was the first chance they’d had since setting out. The info included a link to a video. They opened it—and were utterly stunned by what they saw.


      Standing there amid the scenery of Zone 2 of the Kuzusuhara depths was the very same juggernaut they’d fought earlier.


      As Akira and Carol watched in bewilderment, the video cut to a close-up of the juggernaut’s head. There, on top of it, stood the figure of Akira, gripping an unconscious Udajima by his shirt collar.
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      “What the hell?” Carol blurted out.


      Akira, for his part, had already more or less guessed what was happening. This was, after all, something he’d experienced before: someone posing as him and setting him up to look like the head of a group of nationalists. As he recalled all he’d had to endure back then, Akira’s expression darkened.


      Meanwhile, the Akira in the video, still holding Udajima by the collar, declared loudly. “My name is Akira! Those of you who know the truth of what happened during the nationalist crisis must already know who I am, and you probably also know that someone pretended to be me and framed me as that group’s leader!”


      The face of the Akira in the video filled with pure loathing. “But this time, it’s different! This time, I really have changed sides! Now I stand with the nationalists—not for their ideals, but for revenge!”


      Here, the Akira on the screen lowered his voice, like he was trying to endure the rage that was bubbling up within him. “During that crisis, all the other hunters targeted me,” he said quietly. “Because I was set up. And thanks to that, I...” His voice broke for a moment. “I had to kill someone precious to me. Yet had that been all—had it been unavoidable—I could have accepted it.”


      He raised Udajima up in front of the camera, and his voice boomed at full volume once more. “But it wasn’t! I heard the whole truth from this scumbag! The city knew! They all knew! They were fully aware I was the real Akira, and that the other was a fake! They knew I wasn’t the leader of those nationalists the whole time! Yet they did nothing to stop me from being targeted! And I heard the reason for that too—because it was more convenient for them that way! Our struggles, our desires, they’re all just tools for the city’s bigwigs to use in their feud! Those in power were only trying to take me out because I was in the opposing executive’s faction!”


      The Akira on the screen bellowed, raw emotion carrying in his voice. “And it was all because of you city bastards that...” Again, he choked up. “That I had to kill Yumina! I’ll never forgive any of you!”


      Before them was an Akira clearly consumed by vengeance. He raised a trembling fist, then plunged it into Udajima’s gut with all his might.


      “It’s your fault that I killed Yumina! I’ll kill you! Every last one of you! Starting with this guy!”


      In the video, Akira threw Udajima into the air, then opened fire on him with a gun meant for wasteland monsters. The cannonade blasted Udajima’s body to pieces in an instant. As the executive’s blood and guts rained down on him, the vengeful Akira spoke.


      “And you’re all gonna be next!”


      The video ended there, freezing on a close-up of Akira’s face dyed red in his enemy’s blood.


      Now Carol knew exactly why Viola had told them to wait until they were on the move to watch it. Had they ignored her and viewed it before fleeing, they would never have been able to focus on escaping. She glanced over at Akira to see how he was doing—and froze.


      Akira’s face was an expressionless mask. She could almost sense a malevolent aura, dark and dense, leaking from him. His eyes were fixed on the Akira in the video.


      “It’s your fault that I killed Yumina.” The bloodlust emanating from Akira was directed toward Akira himself—the Akira who’d said those words.
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A female hunter who works as a surveyor
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courtesan who caters to elite hunters.
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Akira's new status. Besides his generous reward
from the intercity transport commission, he’s
received a dramatic boost in rank from Sakashita
Heavy Industries, landing him at hunter rank 70.
His new HC31R powered suit, code name
Roskarden, not only possesses the power of a
mech but can also deploy its own force-field
shield and comes with a far more accurate
scanner than his previous one. His coat and
backpack are incredibly sturdy and equipped
with advanced camouflage. And as the icing on
the cake, he now wields new twin blades that
can launch blasts of energy. The bottom line?
Well over 10 billion aurum.
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Akira

Male
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Kugamayama City, the East

Hunter
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Rank 70
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RL2 Multifunction Guns x 4
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