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    "Good evening. It’s time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."



After finishing my stream setup, I started reading out the names of the listeners who had greeted me in the comments.



"Tanapi-san, Hajime-san, Ryuji-san, Lena-san, Hina-san, Karl Kleiber-san, Tamanyan-san, The Customer Next Door Eats Customers Well-san, Haruka-san, good evening everyone!"



These were the people who always came to my streams. There were a few first-timers as well.



Several more people commented after that, but I decided to stop with the greetings for now. I would read more comments later when I had a moment.



"Alright, I’m going to start playing FWO. And for the record, today’s stream is, well. It’s a corporate sponsorship."



In the video streaming app’s comment section, things were getting lively.



<The sponsorship is hereeee!>

<It’s been a while since you got a request.>

<Time to earn some equipment upgrade funds!>

<Nah, upgrading the skill tree comes first.>



Things like that were popping up.



A corporate sponsorship is when a game’s management company pays a streamer like me to introduce the game or announce a new event.



I started streaming games when I was in middle school, and now I have 300,000 subscribers. In the game I was about to play, FWO (Farum World Online), I had become a fairly high-ranking streamer.



"Do you all remember last month when I defeated the Varg of Destruction by myself?"



<We remember.>

<That was amazing.>

<Huh? You soloed the Varg? Seriously?>

<Lies-ottsu.>

<Must be the first-timers.>

<Hayate is a hardcore FWO player.>



It seemed some viewers didn’t believe me. The Varg of Destruction is content that normally requires a four-person party. I had succeeded in defeating it solo after a two-hour battle. That was seriously exhausting.



"Apparently, my soloing the Varg was unexpected for the management, so I received this sponsorship request to help them check if they need to adjust the game’s balance."



<A streamer who surpasses the management’s expectations lol.>

<That’s the highest form of praise.>

<Hayate you’re too awesome www.>



It was the kind of positive reaction I had expected.



"So, for this request, they’ve obviously prepared a quest that’s more difficult than the Varg of Destruction. If I manage to defeat it solo, it seems they’ll adjust the boss monster’s strength."



<A true letter of challenge is hereeee!!>

<Things are getting exciting.>

<Go get 'em!!>

<Let’s surpass the management’s expectations again.>



Just as the comments section was buzzing with excitement, I too wanted to complete the request on my own.



I wanted more FWO players to understand that the four-sword style was the strongest. And I hoped that the number of four-sword style users would increase.



I came to have a strong admiration for the four-sword style because of a certain movie.



It was the ultimate sword art, perfectly balancing offense and defense by freely wielding four blades. But it was a feat impossible for any ordinary human.



Then, Farum World Online was released. It was a full-dive MMORPG, a game where a massive number of players could play simultaneously in a virtual reality, and it let you use the four-sword style.



In this game, you can use the four-sword style by choosing the "Multi-Sword User" job. The mainstream style for Multi-Sword Users is dual-wielding. On rare occasions, you might see a player who equips swords on their feet as well to achieve a four-sword style.



I realize my four-sword style by growing mechanical arms called Manipulators from behind my shoulder blades and having them hold swords. Even in FWO, with over 100 million players, only about 800 people use the extra arms style.



It was a popular style when the game first launched, but...



The controls for a two-armed human to move a third and fourth arm that shouldn't exist were just too complex.



Furthermore, with the introduction of the Gambit System, which fights for you automatically, the number of Manipulator users plummeted. The Multi-Sword User is now an endangered species.



Even in that situation, I mastered the four-sword style and became one of FWO’s top players.



Becoming strong with the four-sword style required spending money on equipment and skills. As a high school student, it was pretty tough for me to compete with world rankers on a part-time job salary alone, so I started streaming to help make ends meet. Unexpectedly, it blew up.



Because there are so few four-sword style users, there were almost no famous streamers for it.



I think I got noticed because of the novelty and because, at the time I started streaming, I was a player who had cleared all the latest content.



As a result, I started earning enough that I had to ask a tax accountant to handle my final tax return.



My parents got a little upset with me about dependency status for taxes and stuff, but they said I could continue streaming on the conditions that I graduate high school, soundproof my streaming room at my own expense, and give my mother money for electricity and food.



"Alright, it’s about time I get going!"



I was ready.



Time to clear this letter of challenge from the management.



──＊＊＊──



Before me stood Gadil, the area boss the management had assigned for the solo challenge. It unleashed a barrage of countless fireballs.



"This attack is magical. I can block it with the Magic Sealing Sword on my right."



I sliced through the fireballs with the sword held by my right Manipulator. At the same time, I sent out slashes with the swords in my hands to deal damage to Gadil.



"Ah, the next attack is a physical-type flame. This is a flame that’s hard to extinguish with wind or the like, and I don’t have a way to block it, so I’ll dodge."



In the comment section at the edge of my vision, I saw posts like...



<Huh?>

<How did you tell them apart?>

<It looks the same as the last one.>

<Explain, you scum.>



I’ll be honest, I can tell from the feel of it after fighting it so many times, there’s no real basis for it. It’s impossible to explain even if you ask me to. And I’ll ignore the abusive comments.



This was my first time attempting to solo Gadil on a live stream, but I had defeated it several times offline. My solo success rate is probably about 60 percent. As long as I stay focused and don’t make any serious mistakes, I should be able to win.



I even had enough composure to reply to a comment from a viewer.



"Lena-san’s question, please tell us your equipment for this fight, is it? Okay, I’ll introduce it. First, my main weapon is the ice twin swords, Keraf-Valsarg. Then the right Manipulator has the Magic Sealing Sword, and the left has the Mechanical Power Sword."



This was my strongest setup, primarily using magical slashes, which allowed me to handle enemies with magic resistance if they suddenly appeared. I chose this equipment because this boss is weak to the ice attribute. Changing weapons to match the enemy’s weakness is how we Multi-Sword Users, with our many attacks, operate.



"Gadil is called a hidden area boss, but it’s treated differently from a dungeon boss, so you can’t use zombie attacks. Besides, my equipment’s enhancement levels would drop, so I wouldn’t do it anyway."



This enemy is multiplayer content recommended for an eight-person party. It has more health than the Varg I defeated before, and its attack power is about twice as high. It basically felt like an enemy that was twice as strong as the Varg.



It seemed the management thought there was no way I could do this and gave me the sponsorship deal.



Yeah. I’d appreciate it if they didn’t underestimate me so much.



I’ll teach them that for me, who has mastered the four-sword style in FWO, nothing is impossible.



"For my equipment’s R-Crystals, all nine slots on each piece are filled with red attack crystals. All four swords also have max-level Orbs equipped."



Things like R-Crystals and Orbs are auxiliary items used to enhance weapon performance. I have the best of the best in this game equipped. You can’t get these just by paying money, they are an element that requires luck and a lot of grinding.



<Red R-Crystals in all nine slots for four weapons plus your head, torso, hands, and feet?>

<How much did that cost in total!? >

<All 72 red is impossible lol.>

<That’s insane lmao.>

<Just having one max level Orb puts you in the top class.>

<I watched your ‘not stopping until the Orb shines’ stream.>

<That effort has paid off, and now is the time to surpass the management’s expectations!>



That’s right. I poured my heart and soul into creating this set of equipment.



In addition, I could now operate the mind-bogglingly complex Manipulators as if they were my own arms.



"Everyone! Today, I’m going to surpass the management’s expectations again!!"



Each and every one of my swords dealt massive damage to Gadil.



Parry the enemy’s attacks, dodge them, and for the rest of the time, keep attacking constantly.



Fifteen minutes had passed since the battle began.



I might have spent a little too much time looking at the comment section.



I have to go all out from here.



"I’m switching my equipment for a moment. I’ll briefly equip an ice dagger, then switch right back to my twin swords. This will trigger the mid-combat weapon switch bonus, giving me a plus 8 percent attack power."



While switching weapons, I can neither attack nor defend. I need to perfectly see through the enemy’s opening, but if I can do that, my attack power gets a buff.



"Whoops, a big move is coming. This is a full-area attack, so I can’t dodge it."



Normally, a party member with a tank job would block this attack, but for a solo player like me, no such ally exists.



"So, I’ll get through this using the invincibility frames when I activate a skill."



I timed the activation of an attack skill just right and negated Gadil’s area-of-effect attack.



This is a technique that any serious FWO player uses. It’s difficult, but it’s something you absolutely have to learn if you’re aiming to solo an area boss.



"Since it used its ultimate move, the enemy’s health should be running low. Time for the final spurt, here I go!!"



I slash and slash and slash and slash. A furious storm of attacks.



Come on, will I make it?



I heard the sound of something shattering.



The sound of Gadil’s core breaking.



It’s my... victory!!



"Shaaaaah! I have successfully completed the solo defeat of Gadil!!"



Even if I had won many times before, there was always a chance of losing.



I was genuinely happy that I managed to defeat it safely on a live stream.



<Congratulations!>

<Congrats.>

<88888888>

<Amazing!!>

<He actually did it lol.>

<Hayate is too strong.>

<That final combo was incredible!!>

<Maybe I should try the four-sword style too.>



The comment section was filled with praise. I had also accumulated several tens of thousands of yen in Super Tips. There were still many things I could do to aim for even greater heights, so the financial support was extremely appreciated.



"Thanks for all the support, everyone! This has been Hayate from the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office, bringing you the solo defeat of FWO area boss, Gadil. If you got interested in the four-sword style from today’s stream, please give it a try! I’ll leave a link to my ‘Intro to Four-Sword Style’ video in the description box. Also, please subscribe and hit that like button. See you next time~"



I ended the stream.



The final concurrent viewership had exceeded two thousand people. I expected the view count to keep climbing now that it was in the archives.



"These Super Tips are a lifesaver."



I was earning not just the funds to get stronger in the game, but also enough for my living expenses. I was starting to think that I might be able to continue as a professional streamer.



I was grinning as I looked at my steadily growing video views and was about to contact the FWO management to report the mission complete.



"Hm? There’s an announcement from management."



In the corner of my vision, a notification for all players had appeared from the FWO management.



Is it an announcement for a new map implementation?



I checked the message, filled with excitement.



"...Huh?"



It contained unbelievable information. I couldn’t believe it, so I read it over and over again.



"A-Abolition of Manipulators for Multi-Sword Users?"



For me, that was a death sentence.
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    The abolition of Manipulators for Multi-Sword Users.

It meant I would no longer be able to use the four-sword style in FWO. At the same time, without my four-sword style, I was only an average player. If I couldn’t use Manipulators, I could no longer be a top ranker in FWO.

FWO, Farum World Online, is a game where you clear dungeons that exist all over the VR world. The world rankings are updated based on the dungeon completion rate. I was currently ranked 132nd in the world. In terms of solo completion rate, I was the 14th ranked player in the world.

I had been able to work this hard because of an obsession with the four-sword style since I was a child. And because FWO was the only full-dive VR game that allowed for a four-sword style.

I loved the feeling of speed, defeating enemies with a flurry of attacks from four swords. The sense of omnipotence, being able to attack and defend simultaneously. And the overwhelming number of attacks was the best part.

I loved the four-sword style.

And now, the FWO management intended to take that away from me.

"How can I accept this!"

The announcement from the management stated, "With the addition of new jobs, we will be streamlining several jobs with few users." It seemed the Multi-Sword User was chosen as one of those to be streamlined.

Incidentally, dual-wielding is a popular combat style, and there would be no changes to it.

I just couldn’t accept it, so I decided to contact Tanaka-san from the FWO management, the one who had brought me this corporate sponsorship deal.

Usually, we communicated by email, but this time I called him. I also needed to confirm why he had offered me the sponsorship at this particular time.

"Yes. This is Tanaka from the marketing department of GG Corporation."

"Tanaka-san!! I saw the announcement!? What is going on!?"

"Ah. It’s you, Hayate-kun..."

I could sense his awkwardness even over the phone.

"I was watching your stream. I never thought you’d defeat Gadil solo."

"More importantly, please tell me why the Manipulators are being abolished."

"It was in the announcement, wasn’t it? It’s because there are few users. Even if the number of users is small, as a game, we have to add new weapons with every major update. Even for unpopular weapons, we have to create new designs and 3D motions, which requires an outrageous amount of development costs."

"W-Well, that’s true, but... Then you should keep working to improve the controls or increase the number of users. You know how much I’ve tried to popularize the four-sword style, don’t you, Tanaka-san?"

Previously, it seemed the management also had the intention of increasing the number of four-sword style users, and we had even teamed up for official collaborations to stream beginner-friendly demo videos a few times.

"Yes. I know you’ve been a great help to us, Hayate-kun. But it can’t be helped. The difficulty for a human with only two arms to move a non-existent third and fourth arm was something we couldn’t solve, no matter how much we tried to assist on the software side."

I felt a strong sense of dissonance at first, too. I couldn’t operate the Manipulators as I wanted and felt frustrated. I also know that until about a year ago, the management had tried to eliminate that dissonance. They collected data with the cooperation of the few hundred four-sword style users who had mastered it and worked on improvements. I cooperated with that data collection as well.

The idea was that if a single person could freely move four arms, it could be applied to various fields in the real world, such as medicine and construction, so research was being advanced not only in the game but in the real world as well.

But it was no good.

It seems even the researchers couldn’t analyze why we were able to master the four-sword style. I once read a paper presented at an international conference using an AI translator, and the conclusion stated, "It has been confirmed that among bipedal humans, there exist individuals who can operate four arms without any sense of incongruity. However, the investigation into the principle behind this has not reached a conclusion."

It seems that GG Corporation, the management of FWO, had given up on improving the feel of Manipulator controls, and since then, no correction patches had been applied.

Even though there were no updates, I had believed that development was proceeding behind the scenes...

"We had planned for you to fail in defeating Gadil, Hayate-kun. And then, while you were feeling down, we were going to offer you a new sponsorship."

"...What?"

"A campaign to promote changing from the abolished combat jobs to different ones. We wanted you to announce it. In the scenario we, the FWO management, had envisioned, you would change to a new job with a job-change bonus, challenge Gadil again, and win."

"Th-That’s...!"

Aren’t they just using me for their own convenience!

If I could show through my stream that I could become strong even after giving up the four-sword style by gaining power through a job change, it would prevent other four-sword style users and players of other jobs scheduled for abolition from leaving the game. That must be it.

"I know. I feel truly sorry for doing this to you, who has cooperated with us for so long. That’s why I’m telling you everything like this."

"...Is the abolition of Manipulators already decided?"

"Yes. It’s a policy decided at a company management meeting, so there’s nothing we can do."

FWO is a super popular game with over 100 million players. In that context, a style with only 800 users being eliminated is unavoidable. If it doesn’t generate profit, the operating funds for the game will run out.

I had to do things like file tax returns and looked up things online that an ordinary high school student wouldn’t know much about. So I can understand those circumstances.

I can understand, but I couldn’t just accept it.

"Anyway, I’ll send you the details about the job change campaign by email. If you decide to accept the sponsorship, please reply. Well then, see you."

With that, Tanaka-san hung up the phone.

A little while later, an email arrived. Written there was the information that the abolition of Manipulators would be implemented in the next update.

The time I had left to use my four-sword style was just one month.
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    "Hayate! You will fight me today!"

I wouldn’t be able to play with the four-sword style for much longer. Thinking I should play with all my might while I still could, I was soloing the most difficult dungeon currently available when a player using a blonde, ponytailed, beautiful girl character spoke to me.

She called herself Elena. Her real name is Shinonome Rena.

She is the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Group, one of the four great zaibatsu.

I know this because I met her at an official Farum World Online event.

"Sorry, I haven’t been doing much PVP lately..."

PVP means player versus player combat. FWO is fundamentally a game where you hunt monsters that appear in dungeons, but you can fight other players if both parties agree or in dedicated PVP areas.

"I don’t care about your circumstances. Your four-sword style is being taken away, isn’t it? I’m not going to let you get away with a win and run!"

Until a little while ago, I had climbed to 3rd place in the Japanese PVP rankings. Around that time, Elena challenged me many times, so she often ended up being a source of points for me to climb the ranks.

Elena is skilled enough to challenge this highest-difficulty dungeon, but her style is a bad match against my four-sword style, and she has never beaten me in PVP.

"I think it’ll be pointless no matter how many times we fight."

"Don’t underestimate me! I’ll show you that I’m different from the last time."

A PVP request was sent to me.

Lately, I’ve been busy clearing dungeons and have mostly ignored the PVP rankings. So there’s no reason for me to fight Elena.

I didn’t want to fight, but it seemed she would just keep pestering me if I refused. With the little time I had left, I wanted to clear as many dungeons as possible.

It would probably be better to defeat her quickly so she’d give up.

"...Alright, just one match. Are the usual rules okay?"

"Yes! You win if you disable all of the opponent’s weapons or make them admit defeat. And no streaming, right?"

"Yeah. That’s fine."

When I do PVP, I generally don’t stream unless it’s an official match.

I want to avoid revealing my hand as much as possible. Also, in Elena’s case, it’s known that she’s a female player in real life, so if I beat her up on stream, there’s a chance my female viewers might leave.

Many people who are subscribed to my videos are also fans of Elena. To avoid losing those viewers, I didn’t stream our PVP matches.

"I really want to show everyone the moment I defeat you, though."

"And I don’t want to be seen."

Incidentally, Elena is a streamer too. I don’t think she needs the money, so maybe it’s for the validation. Her subscriber count passed 600,000 the other day. I’m jealous.

Even though I can win due to the combat style matchup, Elena is not an easy opponent.

I switch from my dungeon-clearing equipment to my strongest weapon for PVP.

"Huh, wait a second. Is that from the black dragon Grandervald?"

"Good eye. I finally finished making it the other day."

Even though I said I stopped doing PVP, I’ve continued to craft equipment. Just because I can’t use it in this dungeon doesn’t mean it won’t be useful for clearing other ones.

The weapons I equipped in my left and right hands were twin swords made from the fangs of the black dragon Grandervald. As weapons for PVP, they boast what is currently the highest class of attack power. It was a real pain to make them.

Did I scare her too much with this?

Well, if she gives up after seeing this, that’s fine by me.

"Changed your mind about fighting?"

"D-Don’t mock me! I’ve worked hard to make my equipment too."

As she said that, Elena deployed her armaments.

"Oh. You increased your Gambits. You had two before, right? Your bow is new, too."

She uses a greatbow and four Gambits.

The greatbow is capable of ultra-long-range sniping and has high attack power per shot. The weakness of sniper-type ranged weapons is their low rate of fire, which creates an opening when they miss. She covers for that with her Gambits.

Each Gambit, which automatically defends its user, costs 30 million Gold. In contrast, my entire equipment set costs about 50 million Gold. I’ve managed to keep the cost down because I gather the materials myself and use my own raised blacksmithing skill to craft it.

"You still look so relaxed even after seeing these little ones."

"I’m thinking this might be a little rough. But, I’ll be the one to win."

Normally, a close-range weapon user wouldn’t be able to defeat Elena, who is accompanied by four Gambits. But that’s only if they were an ordinary close-range weapon user.

I have a plan to defeat her.

"I’m ready whenever you are."

"...Roger."

We took our distance from each other, ready for PVP.

"Alright, here I come!"

I pushed off with all my strength and charged toward Elena.

Laser bullets were fired in succession from the Gambits. I dodged them by jumping to the right, and deflected the bullets I couldn’t avoid with the Mechanical Power Sword equipped on my left Manipulator.

Her main attack is coming soon.

Elena was drawing her greatbow. She would probably shoot if I stopped moving.

Her greatbow has enough power to obliterate half of a dragon’s body with a single shot. It’s better not to even think about taking a hit like that.

I moved left and right, gradually closing the distance.

Just as I was about to enter the range to launch my slashing magic...

"Tch!! Seriously!?"

The Gambits left Elena’s side and came toward me.

They attacked from an angle I hadn’t seen before, forcing me to halt my body for a moment to evade.

"There!!"

Not missing my opening, Elena released her arrow.

I wouldn’t make it in time to dodge. I rotated my body almost on reflex.

It was a defense that was half a gamble, thinking that if I just spun, one of my four swords would deflect the attack. But I have protected myself from many attacks with this method.

Rotation is especially strong against attacks that come straight at you.

"N-No way!? You blocked that!?"

I won the gamble.

I had successfully deflected the full-power shot that Elena had unleashed. At the same time, I had launched slashing magic from my swords all around me, so all four of the Gambits that had approached me were shot down.

There was nothing left to protect her.

"Kuh!"

As I charged forward again, Elena readied a second arrow.

But I was faster.

I closed in and placed my sword at her neck.

"Alright, my wi—"

Just as I was about to declare victory, I felt a strong sense of danger.

I hurriedly pulled back, and a laser bullet was fired into the spot where I had been a moment before.

"That was close! Elena! Eight Gambits is cheating!!"

Even though I should have shot down four of them, another four were floating there, protecting her.

"I never said I only had four Gambits."

Kuuuh...

When a rich girl is also a popular streamer, she casually throws in tons of high-end equipment that would normally seem impossible. It’s so irritating.

But I climbed to 3rd place in the Japanese PVP rankings with just my four swords.

I’m not about to lose to a long-range weapon now!

I’ll make her acknowledge once again that even a close-range weapon can beat a long-range one. That my four-sword style is the strongest!!

This will probably be my last PVP match anyway. So, I’ll show you something special.

"Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Secret Technique, Haze."

"Huh. Why did your swords... disappear?"

It’s a technique where I operate the Manipulators at such an extreme speed that the swords become invisible. If I miss the control, I could take massive damage myself, or the swords could clash and break.

It’s not something you can do by just swinging your swords around. It’s my ultimate defensive technique, one that took me over a year to master after I conceived of it.

"Elena. I’ll take your arrow. Go ahead and shoot."

I have absolute confidence in the defense of Haze. I slowly approached her.

"Don’t mess with me! I’m going to shoot with twice the power as before!!"

A massive aura emanated from Elena and converged on her arrow.

Her claim of shooting with twice the power didn’t seem to be a bluff.

"This is my victory!!"

An arrow was released at super high speed from the fully drawn bow.

That arrow...

My swords didn’t just deflect it, they shattered it.

My swords were moving at an ultra-ultra-high speed, dicing the incoming arrow into tiny pieces. If any substance were to touch them, this is what would happen.

"N-No way."

"Once I activate this, I can block any attack. If you want to see if that’s true, you can try attacking with your Gambits. But in exchange, any Gambit that attacks will be shattered into pieces just like that arrow."

The ultimate defense can be directly applied to become the ultimate offense.

All I have to do is make contact with the enemy while Haze is active. If I attack like that with swords strong enough to chip away at the solid bedrock of a dungeon, there are no monsters or player equipment that can withstand it.

The only drawback is its limited attack range. Well, I can easily catch up to and destroy Gambits flying at that speed.

"So? Are you going to continue?"

"...I-I lose."

She must have been incredibly frustrated, as Elena declared her defeat with a tearful voice.
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    "By the way, why are you alone today, Elena? You’re usually in a party with three warriors, right?"

Even if it was in a game, it was rare for the daughter of a massive conglomerate to be playing alone.

Those three warriors were her in-game SP, or bodyguards. Specially trained female pro gamers were always protecting Elena.

"I figured you wouldn’t want other people to see you in a PVP match."

"I see. Thanks."

She has her good points.

If her guards had been there, I wouldn’t have used my secret technique, Haze. I like to keep my trump cards hidden. But well, once I can’t use the four-sword style anymore, there will be no need for that.

Incidentally, even if my opponent is the daughter of a huge conglomerate, I don’t use polite language in the game. I use it with players I meet for the first time, but once we’ve crossed swords, I arbitrarily recognize them as a rival and adjust my speech to match theirs.

Elena doesn’t get angry even when I don’t speak formally.

"It’s impressive you made it up to this floor alone."

"I followed the path you took. There were almost no monsters."

I see. She came through before the monsters could respawn.

"Can you get back on your own? Your equipment looks like it would have a big death penalty, so should I escort you to the bottom floor? It would be a waste to use a Return Feather, right?"

FWO is a game where the goal is to climb a tower-type dungeon and reach the very top. There are rare dungeons that go underground, but the one we were in was the type you climb up.

And in this game, there’s a penalty for death, commonly known as a death penalty. If you’re killed by a monster or die in a PVP match where kills are enabled, your equipment’s enhancement level is lowered.

Elena’s equipment looks like it’s been enhanced to the maximum level. There’s an item called a Substitute Talisman that prevents the death penalty, but it’s very expensive, so I only use it on my main armor.

And the Return Feather, an item to escape from a dungeon, was also an extremely rare item. I carry just one as a good luck charm. When the time comes, it’s a tough choice between taking the death penalty or using the Return Feather.

"I have Substitute Talismans on all my equipment, so I’m fine with the death penalty."

"What?"

"I have a lot of Return Feathers too."

"Seriously?"

...I see.

Come to think of it, both Substitute Talismans and Return Feathers can be bought with real money.

"You rich girl."

"You earn money from streaming, don’t you?"

"I have my hands full just enhancing my equipment. I have to give my parents money for food and stuff."

"Oh, so you live with your parents."

"Y-You do too!"

I feel like she was making fun of me.

"I’m going to start living alone next year. I’m a little worried if I can manage, though."

"Should I introduce you to an apartment managed by one of our affiliates? I’ll prepare a room with the best environment for playing FWO. If you agree to my condition, the rent can be free."

It was an unbelievably good offer.

But actually, I’ve been made a similar proposal before.

"...In exchange for joining your party, right?"

"That’s right! I think you’re an amazing player, Hayate. Even if you can’t use the four-sword style anymore, you’ll become the strongest with another weapon in no time, right?"

That was laying it on a bit too thick.

I became a top ranker because I used the four-sword style. If I switched to another weapon, I wouldn’t be able to get as engrossed in FWO as I am now.

"I would be willing to form a party with you, Hayate. You should be honored. You’re the only one I’d ever invite."

I seriously can’t tell if this obvious tsundere behavior is her true nature or if she’s playing a character to tease me.

If it’s her true nature, she might be a little cute.

Especially since in real life, she was a quiet and beautiful girl, the very image of a high-class lady. The gap between that Rena and Elena is really something.

"I’m happy you invited me. But I’m sorry. As I’ve said before, I’ve decided not to join any specific party."

"B-But I’m the one inviting you!? I’ll prepare a room for you in the real world, and if you need money, I’ll even pay you a salary as my SP! Why are you refusing? Tell me the reason!!"

I haven’t told anyone the reason why I don’t join parties yet. And I plan to keep it that way.

"I’m sorry."

"...Fine. Then, just for today. Just until we clear this dungeon today, please form a party with me."

She appealed to me, looking straight into my eyes. I didn’t think I could refuse.

"This is the most difficult dungeon currently available, you know?"

"If you’re the vanguard, Hayate, I won’t be a burden. If things get dangerous, I’ll escape with a Return Feather. Is it still no good?"

Asking with an upturned gaze and slightly teary eyes is just unfair.

"I can only play for about two more hours today. If that’s okay."

"Yes!"

Elena made a small fist pump.

Is she that happy about being in a party with me?

...No, that’s not it.

She’s probably excited about the possibility of being the first Japanese players to clear the most difficult dungeon. That must be it. It’s not good to misunderstand.

But, maybe I can hope just a little?

That Elena, the daughter of one of Japan’s four great zaibatsu and a beautiful girl in real life, has feelings for me. Such an unbelievable situation.

If that’s the case, I can’t show her anything uncool.

So, I’m going to clear this dungeon with everything I’ve got!
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    I sliced through the monsters that appeared one after another with my four swords.

The last time I challenged this dungeon, I ran out of healing items around here and had to give up and retreat.

This time, however, I still had plenty of items left.

I had also been able to conserve my attack-boosting buff items.

This was because Elena was taking out the particularly troublesome monsters heading towards us from a distance with her powerful long-range attacks.

All I had to do was scatter the small fry that got close.

It had been a while since I had been in a party, but it was incredibly easy with a strong player of her caliber.

Having a partner is a good thing...

"Hayate. You really are amazing. To be surrounded by that many monsters and not take any damage at all."

"That’s because you took down all the enemies that were likely to damage me before they could get close, Elena. Thanks."

She was using a character with a small body. So, intending to praise her for her hard work, I ended up patting Elena on the head.

"H-Hey!"

"Ah, sorry."

She was blushing all the way to her ears. Did she dislike it that much?

"So suddenly, I... I wasn’t mentally prepared..."

Was she just embarrassed? So she wasn’t angry?

"I-If I contribute to clearing this dungeon, you have to do that again."

This girl is definitely a natural tsundere.

She’s so prim and proper in real life, why is her character in the game the complete opposite? Well, FWO is a game about hunting monsters, so I can see why her current character would be more popular. A boisterous, beautiful girl effortlessly dominating is refreshing to watch.

Though, I don’t see much of her tsundere side on her streams.

"H-Hey! Well!? Don’t ignore me! Or do you still think it’s impossible to clear it with me?"

"Um. If we clear it, I just have to pat your head again, right? At this rate, I think we can do it. Though it depends on the boss, since no information has been released about it yet."

A few parties had already cleared this dungeon.

Since I’m a student and go to high school during the day, I can’t compete with pro gamers who can play FWO all the time. However, among Japanese players, our current location was the highest floor reached.

"I have information on the boss."

"What?"

"Don’t underestimate the information network of the Shinonome Group. I had them look into the boss so I could use it as a bargaining chip when you refused to let me in your party."

So she prepared all this just to party up with me.

"So, what will you do? Want to see the boss information?"

"You haven’t looked at it yet, Elena?"

"No. Because if we can beat the boss without seeing any information, it’s practically the same as being the world’s fastest to defeat it. That’s what makes it fun, so I don’t look at strategy guides on my first try. Right?"

Those were the words I had said on my stream.

"Could it be you watch my streams?"

"I-It was a coincidence! It was in the list of FWO-related videos, so it just happened to catch my eye."

Of course. There’s no way the daughter of that massive conglomerate would be watching all of my streams.

But I was a little happy that she agreed with my way of thinking.

"I feel bad since you went to the trouble of getting the information, but for the first time, let’s go in as we are. Worst case, we fail and get a death penalty."

"I’ll be fine."

That’s right. She uses items to avoid the death penalty on all of her equipment.

"We predict the boss’s characteristics from the tendencies of the monsters that appear in the dungeon and prepare our equipment and items accordingly. We’re not specifically geared for the boss, so we often fail, but that just doubles the joy of clearing it on the first try. I think so too."

"Nice. I think I could really grow to like you, Elena."

"L-L-Like! W-What kind of stupid thing are you saying!!"

Her voice was trembling. Was that too creepy of me?

I have to smooth this over somehow.

"I think I’ll quit FWO once I can’t use the four-sword style anymore. But even so, I’ll definitely watch your streams, Elena. Keep being Japan’s top ranker for me."

I said, holding out my hand.

"First, let’s clear this dungeon today!"

"...Okay."

Elena took my hand. I hoped that this would make her erase what I said about growing to like her from her memory.

──＊＊＊──

"This is it."

"Yes. I’m ready."

Elena and I had reached the area where the boss was.

We both did a final check of our equipment and set up items to use in an emergency.

I was actually supposed to log off for the day, but since we had come this far together, I was determined to clear this dungeon today.

"No streaming is fine, right?"

"Yeah. I don’t stream anything other than mid-bosses on my first playthrough. I want players who will challenge it later to enjoy their first try for a little while too."

The world’s top rankers who have already defeated the boss seem to think the same way as me, as they also didn’t stream their first attempt. There are many players who look forward to the boss appearance sequence.

"Well then, shall we go?"

We stepped into the boss area.
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    "...That was fun."



I had returned to the real world. I took off the headgear and was staring blankly at the ceiling when the words slipped out of my mouth.



Due to a past incident, I had decided to avoid clearing dungeons in a party in FWO as much as possible.



I would form a party for requests from the management or to take on quests that couldn’t be started without one. But when I was just enjoying FWO offline, I would almost never play with anyone else.



But today, I, who had avoided it, had a boss battle in a party for the first time in a long while.



Just a moment ago, Elena and I had defeated the boss of the most difficult dungeon and became the first Japanese players to clear it.



Our names were engraved on the list of clearers.



An honor that only the first 100 people could obtain. We were the 14th party in the world to clear it.



There was a part of me that wanted to continue the challenge alone, since I had been the fastest solo player. Once you defeat a boss in a party, your name won’t be left on the clearer list a second time. I wonder if she knew about this feature.



But, that was fine.



In the end, I was able to enjoy this game from the bottom of my heart through the multiplayer gameplay that the FWO management intended.



I placed the headgear on a shelf and bowed.



"Thank you for everything until now."



There was still a week until the update that would make the four-sword style unusable was implemented.



Even so, I thought today was the right time to quit. I had a feeling that in the remaining few days, a day where I could enjoy FWO more than I did today would not come.



Now my income from streaming will be gone... I have to explain the situation to my viewers, too.



Fortunately, my grades in high school aren’t bad. If I start studying for entrance exams now, I should be able to get into a local university.



I’ve worked hard not just on streaming, but on editing as well. So maybe going to a vocational school for that kind of thing would be good. It seems like life would be more enjoyable if I could turn my hobby into a job.



But what I truly wanted was to be able to make a living in the real world while traversing the world of FWO with my beloved four-sword style.



The management decided to abolish it because there were few four-sword style users. In this regard, perhaps I wasn’t strong enough. Instead of just blaming the management, wasn’t there more I could have done to increase the number of four-sword style players?



"It’s too late to regret it now, though..."



I muttered to myself so I could give up, but the frustration wouldn’t disappear.



The sadness and regret of not being able to play the game I had played for over three years. The mounting anxiety about the future as the income I had been earning disappeared. The fun memories of FWO. All these various emotions mixed together and overflowed as tears.



"It was fun. Goodbye, Farum World."



──＊＊＊──



That night, I told my parents that I was quitting FWO and streaming, and that I was thinking about taking university entrance exams.



My parents told me I could do as I pleased. They both showed expressions of relief, so I think they were indeed worried about me trying to make a living from streaming in the future.



Incidentally, I hadn’t used all the money I earned from streaming on FWO. I had properly saved a portion of it. I would have to have my parents pay for my university tuition, but I had enough funds to live alone for four years. If it looked like I would run short, I’d get a part-time job.



Maybe looking for a part-time job in video editing would be an option.



After that, I discussed my future with my parents and returned to my room.



"I’m going to start studying hard tomorrow."



I leaned out of my room’s window and declared to the night sky.



The night in the world of FWO was more dazzling and beautiful than in the real world. But I didn’t dislike the night sky of this world either.



The lukewarm early summer breeze reminded me that this place was real.



The night breeze there, how should I put it, it wasn’t unpleasant. I wonder if the humidity was set low?



"Oh. A nice breeze."



A dry, comfortable breeze like the ones I had felt in the world of FWO flowed past.



But in another month, it would probably turn into the damp, humid summer breeze typical of Japan.



【Commencing world update.】



"...Huh?"



I couldn’t believe my ears.



It was an announcement from the management that I had often heard while logged into Farum World Online. But I heard it even though I wasn’t wearing my headgear.



"—Tch!? An earthquake!?"



The room shook violently.



I could hear screams from the surrounding houses. I quickly hid under the desk.



After a little while, the shaking stopped.



My room has almost nothing in it besides my gaming PC and monitor, and my high school textbooks. So there was hardly any damage from the earthquake.



When I looked out the window to check on the neighboring houses—



"Wh-What is that...?"



I saw something unbelievable.



A tower of a familiar shape, far taller than a 50-story building.



The tower-type dungeons that stood tall in various places in the world of Farum World Online. One of them had appeared right where my high school was.



As I stood there, stunned and unable to comprehend, I heard that announcement again.



【Synchronization between the real world and Farum World is complete.】
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    A dungeon that should only exist in the game world had appeared in reality.

There were many things to question, but my body moved before I could think about them.

As I passed by the living room on my way to the entrance, my parents were putting back the shelves and things that had fallen over in the earthquake just now. Neither of them seemed to be injured.

"I’m going to the school for a bit!"

I shouted and bolted out of the house without waiting for my parents’ reply.

On my way out, I grabbed a wooden sword from a school trip to Kyoto that had been left in the umbrella stand at the entrance. Then I got on my bicycle.

My destination was the tower-type dungeon that had appeared near the high school.

From its shape, it was a dungeon for beginner players to challenge.

And if the announcement from just now was real, if the absurd story that FWO had synchronized with this world was true...

Then the first person to clear a dungeon should get some kind of bonus.

I know it’s impossible.

But still, what if this wasn’t a dream?

What if an FWO dungeon had really appeared in this world?

I absolutely wanted the title of first clearer.

I pedaled my bicycle with all my might, heading for the high school.

The tower-type dungeon grew larger and larger.

It didn’t seem to be an illusion.

The dungeon had appeared on the school grounds. It had also swallowed up part of the first and second-year school buildings.

Many people had already gathered around the black dungeon that towered high into the sky. This is bad. Did someone beat me to it?

I have to hurry!

I got off my bicycle and headed for the dungeon with the wooden sword in hand.

"Ah, Hayate-kun! Wait a minute!!"

My homeroom teacher, whose house is right next to the school, was here. The teacher noticed me and tried to stop me from entering the dungeon.

Ignoring the restraint, I jumped into the wide-open entrance of the dungeon.

As I passed through the entrance, I felt like I had passed through a thin membrane.

When I looked back, the entrance was gone.

It was exactly the same as in FWO.

【Welcome to the Black Dungeon.】

A voice that seemed to echo in my head.

Just as I thought. This dungeon was indeed for beginners.

【Would you like to start the tutorial?】

Selection buttons for YES / NO appeared before my eyes.

After a moment of thought, I pressed NO.

I want to clear this as quickly as possible.

I strongly wished that the specifications would be exactly the same as in FWO. If this place followed FWO’s specifications—

【Skipping tutorial. Now, please select a combat job.】

Good. It seems to be fine.

Countless jobs were displayed on a translucent board.

I scrolled through the screen, praying in my heart.

Please let that job be there.

"Ah! There it is!!"

I found the job called Multi-Sword User.

But from here was the biggest problem.

With a trembling hand, I pressed the Multi-Sword User item with my finger.

The item expanded, and a screen appeared where I could select from several more combat styles.

Among them—

"It’s thereeeee!"

I found the combat style ‘Four-Sword Style’.

Things like why the real world and the game synchronized, or what would happen if I got injured inside this dungeon, were all trivial to me right now.

I couldn’t stop my excitement.

Without hesitation, I selected the four-sword style.

【Once you have decided on a job and combat style, you cannot change them until you obtain a special item. Do you confirm the job as Multi-Sword User and the combat style as Four-Sword Style?】

The YES / NO display appeared again.

I immediately selected YES.

【Combat style has been decided. Please equip the initial equipment exclusive to the four-sword style.】

The space in front of me glowed, and the Manipulators I used when I first started FWO appeared. I had thrown them away a long time ago in the game, so seeing them like this felt quite nostalgic.

"If I remember correctly, the quirk of this one is..."

Manipulators have their own unique quirks depending on the model.

How well you can grasp them is extremely important in the four-sword style, where you handle multiple swords.

Recalling the feeling from the past, I stood in front of the floating Manipulators.

Sucha. Two auxiliary arms were attached to my shoulder blades.

There was a different kind of discomfort than in FWO. But I should be able to get used to this level of it soon.

I had the right Manipulator hold the wooden sword.

I tried swinging it lightly.

...Yeah, seems to be no problem.

Next, let’s try it a little more seriously.

I raised the wooden sword—

A downward cut followed by an upward cut, a diagonal downward slash, a right upward slash, a reverse diagonal slash, a left sweep, and finally a thrust.

A seven-hit combo with all my might.

Even the movement from a reverse diagonal slash to a left sweep, which would be troublesome for a human due to the wrist turn, is done smoothly by the Manipulators.

It seems I can swing with all my strength without any problems.

When I stopped moving, the announcement echoed again.

【Next, please select your weapons.】

Here it is. Weapon selection.

What’s extremely mysterious about FWO’s settings is that even if you choose the four-sword style, you only get two weapons. When I was lecturing beginners on the four-sword style, I can’t tell you how many times I thought, "Just give me four from the start."

Several choices appeared on the translucent board.

The number of selections is 0 / 2.

In other words, I can only choose up to two weapons here too.

Thinking something like this might happen, I brought the wooden sword from home.

To think that the wooden sword I impulsively bought on a middle school trip would make its debut in a place like this... Well, it was the right choice to bring it.

I selected two swords with high attack power, though they are difficult to handle, to be held by the Manipulators. With these two and the wooden sword, I should be able to clear this place without having to leave the dungeon once for enhancement.

"Well then, time for the first real battle. Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style, let’s see how far I can go."

It’s not like I was streaming. I was just a little worried about whether I could fight the same way I did in the game. To distract myself from that anxiety, I proceeded deeper into the dungeon while commentating in my usual style.
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    【Commencing world update.】

People all over the world heard that announcement.

It was in their respective languages, and no one was an exception, no matter where they were or what they were doing.

And then, dungeons appeared.

【Synchronization between the real world and Farum World is complete.】

Farum World Online is a game played by 170 million people worldwide, but not everyone in the world knew about it. The confusion was great, and a certain military nation launched missiles at the dungeon that appeared. However, the dungeon was protected by a mysterious power and was unharmed.

In addition, the United States, Russia, and China formed special forces units to investigate the inside of the dungeons. As a result, it was discovered that valuable minerals and resources that should not exist on Earth could be collected from this structure called a dungeon.

The leaders of each country rejoiced, but at the same time, a problem arose.

【The progress of dungeon clearing can be viewed on any device capable of displaying video.】

People all over the world had witnessed the investigation that was supposed to be carried out in top secret.

When you enter a dungeon, communication with the outside world is cut off, and the progress of the special forces clearing the dungeon could be viewed on the world’s largest video streaming site.

Accompanying the special forces was a camera crew to record their progress, but there was no way they would be streaming during a top-secret operation. The only conclusion was that someone, the entity that had made these dungeons appear in the world, was streaming their progress without permission.

Meanwhile, Japan was debating in its parliament whether to dispatch the Self-Defense Forces to the dungeons, and was lagging behind other countries in its internal investigation.

In the midst of this, there was a dungeon clearer that people all over Japan were paying attention to.

"This golem’s attack pattern is slightly different from the game. All you FWO players, please be careful."

With those words, a young man unleashed a barrage of attacks on a giant golem using four swords.

<Is that movement Hayate’s?>
<He’s using the four-sword style.> 
<That spinning thing is so Hayate-like.> 
<He can be a one-man army in real life too?>
<Who’s Hayate?>
<Probably the strongest solo FWO player in Japan.>
<He was a streamer with 300,000 subscribers.>
<This country hasn’t even sent out the Self-Defense Forces to investigate.>
<A streamer who clears dungeons faster than the government, lol.>

As if he were guiding them through the dungeon, many people were watching Shizukuishi Hayate clear the dungeon.

However, Hayate was unaware that his dungeon clearing was being streamed without his permission, or that the comment section was buzzing with excitement.

<This isn’t the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office’s stream booth, is it? That channel doesn’t seem to be streaming... Who is filming and streaming this?>

A certain viewer wrote a question in the comment section.

<But it seems you can subscribe.>
<Should I subscribe?>
<It’s already over 100,000 subscribers lol.>
<The current number of viewers is 240,000, that’s insane.>
<It’s increasing even as we speak.>

Video streamers have their own booths on the site and work hard every day to increase the number of subscribers to them.

Hayate had spent about three years increasing his number of viewers. He was considered a success as an FWO streamer, but the number of subscribers to the new booth was increasing at a rate that surpassed it.

<The Super Tips function is still there.>
<I’ll just send some for now.>
<He’s risking his life for this, right?>
<Huh!? Is it game over if you die?>
<There’s no information yet, so we don’t know.>
<That’s why most FWO players are just watching.>
<And yet... Hayate is amazing.>

FWO and reality had synchronized. Of course, dying in the game FWO did not damage your real body. However, there was no guarantee that was still the case.

What if you got injured after entering one of the dungeons that had appeared all over the world? What if you could get normally injured, or at worst, die? It seemed there were not many people who could jump into a dungeon without thinking.

<He’s risking his life to clear it on behalf of the government, so the country should support him with Super Tips.>

Many such comments were also posted.

<The government giving Super Tips lol.>
<He might as well be the official streamer for this country.>
<What’s happening in other countries?>
<I heard America sent in a special forces unit.>
<Russia and China, and India too.>
<But most of them are struggling around the 7th floor.>
<Apparently, the firearms they brought are ineffective.>
<Huh, Hayate is already on the 10th floor.>
<That’s why this guy is so insane.>

The beginner’s dungeon has 10 floors. Hayate had already reached the final floor.

And just a moment ago, he had defeated the guardian golem that protected the boss room.

"Phew. Even though it’s a beginner’s dungeon, it could be bad if I take damage, so I have to be careful. I’m tired. But I’ll do my best to defeat the last boss without taking any damage."

To relieve his tension, he voiced his thoughts as he usually did when streaming. The viewers found this entertaining.

In addition, Hayate either perfectly dodged the monsters’ attacks, or if evasion was impossible, he deflected them with his swords.

This overwhelming sense of security became a hot topic on social media around the world, and the number of viewers rapidly increased.

Being a top player of the game FWO and also a streamer who could move his body in real life was helping his progress. There are many FWO players in the world who are better than Hayate, but many of them were people who were not very athletic in the real world.

Hayate’s efforts, having trained relentlessly in the real world to hone his feel for using the four-sword style, were now bearing fruit.

"Well then. Time to defeat the boss and clear this dungeon."

The whole world was watching the moment a Japanese high school student was about to step into the deepest part of the dungeon, a place no one in the real world had yet reached.
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    "Before the boss room, it’s time for an equipment check."

Since I wasn’t streaming, this was completely a monologue to myself.

If I was going to come this far, I should have brought my streaming setup...

My video streaming booth, the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office, didn’t just feature FWO gameplay, but also showed the real-life special training I was doing to master the four-sword style.

So I have a full set of equipment like an action cam and a gimbal.

Well, unlike in the game, I can’t fly a streaming drone, so I guess it can’t be helped.

I can’t fight while holding an action cam.

Streaming a real-life dungeon. I bet this would go viral if I could broadcast it.

I was overjoyed that I could continue to use the four-sword style. In addition to that, I had hope that if I could take the items I got in this dungeon outside, I might be able to make a living from them.

Video streams of real dungeon clearing should also get a lot of views.

So maybe I’ll try again tomorrow.

I checked my equipment while thinking about such things.

"My initial equipment has changed quite a bit on the way here. As usual, to be able to defend against both physical and magical attacks, my right manipulator has a magic-type light sword, and my left has a physical-type one."

In a beginner dungeon, you can’t exchange the manipulators themselves. To get more advanced ones, you need to progress and collect ore from the third dungeon that gets unlocked.

A feature of FWO is that you can enhance weapons and job-specific equipment like manipulators inside the dungeon. There are no weapon shops. It seems that system has been applied in the real world as well.

"The wooden sword from my Kyoto trip that served me well until the 3rd floor... unfortunately broke. So I’ve been collecting weapons dropped by monsters and changing to stronger ones as I came here. And the guardian golem just now had a rare drop, so I’ve equipped its Stone Sword Kai. In my left hand is an Iron Sword I got on the 7th floor."

The four-sword style is a combat style where weapons wear out quickly.

It’s common to be forced to change weapons during combat because their durability reaches its limit. If you continue to use it without changing, the weapon will break, and in the worst-case scenario, it might not even be repairable.

When you change weapons, the weight and attack range naturally change. For people who are used to their favorite weapons, this would likely hinder their combat performance. That’s why I’ve trained to be able to perform just as well as before, even if I change weapons in the middle of a fight.

I desperately mastered the sense of equipping weapons of different weights in my left and right hands and being able to produce the maximum power with them. That effect is being put to use right here, right now.

I think the real thrill of FWO is equipping newly obtained weapons and challenging the next tough enemy.

"I really love this feeling of pushing forward while getting stronger little by little. ...Well, not that anyone is listening."

I felt a little empty.

I’ll erase this emptiness with the exhilaration of defeating the last boss and conquering the dungeon.

I entered the boss room.

The first boss is a rock dragon. A Stone Dragon.

It’s huge, so it’s a big target, and its movements are slow. It has wings but doesn’t fly.

Its attack power isn’t that high either, and the only big move you have to watch out for is a single shot it unleashes when its health drops to 10 percent.

It’s a monster that any player who has completed the tutorial and climbed this far can defeat without any problems. That was how the FWO setting was.

The mid-boss golem’s specifications were slightly changed, so I’ll go into battle considering the possibility that the boss is as well.

Gururururu.

The Stone Dragon roared and charged at me.

In FWO, there are bosses that can talk to the player, but this first one is pretty much just a monster, so conversation is impossible. And the fact that it charges on its first move was also the same as in the game.

I’ve only managed to get one short magic sword for defense, so to be honest, this Stone Dragon fight is going to be tough.

Originally, this is a boss monster that players who have finished the tutorial are supposed to challenge in a party of multiple people, with roles like vanguard and rearguard.

But that doesn’t mean I can give up.

I absolutely want to be the first one to clear it.

Many other FWO players are probably participating as well. The Self-Defense Forces might be starting their own attempts. If the world has synchronized with FWO, then dungeons should have appeared in America and other places too. It wouldn’t be strange if special forces were clearing them at super speed while annihilating monsters with firearms.

I probably can’t win against that, but I want to at least be the first to clear this dungeon in Japan. That’s why—

"This might be a bit forceful, but let me take you down in one blow!"

Using the power of my manipulators, I leaped high up to near the ceiling of the boss room.
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    <He jumped!? >
<So high lololol.>
<Isn’t he scared?>
<This is real life, right?>
<Stop doing superhuman things in reality lol.>

People all over the world were watching as Hayate reached the boss room at world-record speed and began to fight the Stone Dragon. The comment section was filled with posts in various languages.

Even the presidents of the major powers that had sent special forces into the dungeons for investigation were watching Hayate’s footage.

<Here it comes, Hayate’s spinning slash!>
<Go get 'immm!!>

Having jumped to the top of the boss room, Hayate kicked off the ceiling, rotated his body as he fell, and sliced the Stone Dragon in half with his four swords.

<Whoa!? What was that!? >
<So cooooool!>
<Amazing. He was spinning while falling.>
<He just sliced a rock-like dragon in two.>

Parin. The sound of the boss monster’s core shattering echoed. The people watching the stream on their screens heard the sound too. It was the moment the dungeon was cleared.

【The Black Dungeon has been cleared. As a result, Grade 2 dungeons in all regions will now be unlocked.】

An announcement was broadcast all over the world.

In FWO, there was only one tutorial-level Grade 1 dungeon, and when a player cleared it, the four Grade 2 dungeons would be unlocked. This was the specification.

In the real world, tutorial dungeons existed in various locations, and numerous dungeons from Grade 2 to Grade 5 had appeared in their vicinity.

<He actually cleared it.>
<Hayate, you’re amazing.>
<The amount of Super Tips must be insane.>
<He’ll probably use it for enhancements.>
<Can you use real money for enhancements?>
<Hayate was enhancing his weapons just a while ago.>

Hayate had casually enhanced his weapons. What was used then was the real money he had been saving. As a top FWO player with a large amount of in-game money, he had enhanced his weapons with the same feeling as always.

As a result, several hundred thousand yen had disappeared from his bank account.

However, because his dungeon clear was streamed all over the world, he had collected Super Tips amounting to over ten million yen.

<The taxes on this are going to be insane.>
<Claiming expenses is going to be a pain.>
<Dies at tax time lol.>

Many voices in the comment section sympathized with Hayate. Among them—

<I am a tax accountant. I can offer consultation on expense claims and other matters. I await your contact.>

Several tax accountants commented, adding their office phone numbers.

<So many candidates for his personal tax advisor.>
<That’s too awesome lol.>

There were also others who wanted to become his disciple, those who hoped to be on his filming crew to support his streaming, people pleading for money, charities soliciting donations, and self-proclaimed politicians who wanted to hear the details, among many other comments.

<This is his father. What a dangerous thing you’re doing. You especially need to stop that last attack method. It’s bad for your mother’s heart.>

<His dad is hereeee!>
<Sir, your son is a hero.>
<Please be lenient with him!!>

After that, many self-proclaimed relatives left comments, but the first post was truly from Hayate’s father.

<We are the United States, Executive Office of the President. We wish to speak with you, the world's first dungeon crawler. We await your contact.>

<A message from the US President’s direct office?>
<Huh, seriously!? >
<An American would write in English.>
<Impersonation is a serious crime.>
<No, it’s because Hayate is Japanese.>
<The fact that they’re using translation software makes it feel real.>

In addition, posts from various other countries like China and Russia, wanting to make contact, continued to increase.

Hayate’s figure was no longer on screen, but the video’s comment section remained lively for a long time after. And in the end, the total number of video views exceeded three billion.
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    I successfully cleared the Black Dungeon on my own.

My name was the only one engraved on the stone monument in the last boss’s room, which meant I was the very first person to clear that dungeon.

When I started playing FWO in the game, I was still in middle school, and since it was released on a weekday, I couldn’t get my name on the Black Dungeon’s monument. Remembering that, a fresh wave of happiness washed over me.

By the way, I’m currently flying home using the jetpack I chose as my dungeon clear reward.

My homeroom teacher tried to stop me from entering the dungeon, but I ignored him and jumped in, so... I thought if I went out the normal way, I’d be caught and scolded, so I decided to fly home from the top floor of the dungeon.

To get out of a cleared dungeon, you can either touch the warp stone in the boss room to return to the first floor, or you can choose to fly out from the entrance/exit on the top floor.

It was great that this part of the specifications was also the same as FWO. But, I was surprised that I could choose the jetpack, which should have been a reward for clearing a Grade 3 dungeon, in the Black Dungeon. I wonder if it was a special bonus for being the first to clear it?

In any case, thanks to this, getting around will be easier.

I landed in an empty lot near my house.

The controls were slightly different from the game, and my control wasn’t stable. If I had tried to fly straight back to my room, there was a chance I would have crashed through a window or something, so I decided to land here first.

"You must be Shizukuishi Hayate-sama, correct?"

"Huh?"

As I was storing the jetpack, an elderly gentleman in a black suit spoke to me.

Several men in black suits appeared from behind him. Before I knew it, I was surrounded.

I activated my manipulators and readied my swords.

"My apologies. We have no intention of harming you. We would just like to speak with you for a moment."

The elderly gentleman said.

"...Being suddenly surrounded, it’s only natural to be wary."

They didn’t seem to have any weapons, but I’m just a high school student. It’s scary to be surrounded by adults. But on second thought, maybe pointing swords at people was not a good idea.

Could these people be police officers, here to arrest me for violating the Sword and Firearm Control Law?

"All of you. Step back."

"B-But, is it not dangerous?"

"Although he is a dungeon clearer, he is still a high school student. I would like him to listen to me calmly. Therefore, step back."

The men in black suits moved away from me and the elderly gentleman.

"How do you know that I cleared the dungeon?"

"I will explain that as well. First, my name is Todo, and I serve as the head butler to the president of the Shinonome Group."

The Shinonome Group, that’s Rena’s...

Elena was the one I last partied with in the game FWO to clear the most difficult dungeon. Her real name is Shinonome Rena.

"This is not the place for it, so could we speak in the car? We have already received permission from your parents, Hayate-sama. If you have your smartphone, please check it."

Urged by Todo-san, I checked my phone. I had a huge number of missed calls.

For now, I ignored my call history and opened my messaging app. I had received a lot of messages from various people here too, but I ignored those for now and checked the message from my parents.

"...It says to obey Todo-san. Um, you haven’t threatened my parents or anything, have you?"

"Of course not. We would never do such a thing. We did negotiate, however."

I’m curious about what kind of negotiation. But for now, I’ll listen to what he has to say.

"I understand. I’ll go with you."

"Thank you very much. Then, this way."

Todo-san led me to where a black limousine was parked.

This was the first time I had seen one up close. Am I really about to get in this thing?

"Hayate-sama, please."

Todo-san opened the door and invited me into the car.

I entered nervously, and the floor was fluffy. The seats were leather, and the sense of luxury was incredible. I had seen on TV before that some seats even have a massage function. I wonder if this car has one? There are buttons that look like they could be for it...

"Would you like to use the massage function?"

"Huh, ah, no. I was just a little curious."

So it really has one. Rich people are on another level.

"Let’s go."

As Todo-san, who sat diagonally across from me, gave the command, the limousine started to move.

I didn’t hear anything about moving.

"Um, why are we moving? Where are we going?"

"Hayate-sama, you are now a famous person for having cleared the dungeon, so this is to prevent you from being surrounded by the media. Your parents have already been invited to a hotel of the Shinonome Group."

"I asked this before, but where did you learn that I cleared the dungeon?"

"So you were not aware after all. The truth is, the figures of those clearing the dungeons had become viewable on a video streaming site."

"What?"

What is that? I wasn’t streaming anything!?

"Is this ‘Hayate’s Booth’ something you created?"

Todo-san showed me his smartphone.

On it was a video of me clearing the Black Dungeon.

"I don’t know anything about this!!"

To prove it, I operated my own smartphone and brought up my booth screen.

"H-Huh? What is this!?"

Besides the booth I had created called ‘Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office,’ there was another one. A ‘Hayate’s Booth’ that I had no memory of whatsoever.

"So it was you, after all."

"N-No, you’re wrong! I didn’t make a booth like this!!"

I’m being falsely accused! I don’t know what crime it would be, but still.

To deny it, I looked at the booth information again.

The creation date was this evening. Probably around the time I entered the dungeon.

I wasn’t creating a booth at that time.

While I was at it, I checked the revenue tab out of habit. Even if it wasn’t my own booth, checking this is just the nature of a streamer.

"...Huh. S-Seventy million yen?"

I was stunned by the amount displayed there.

The total amount to be paid from Super Tips and view counts exceeded seventy million yen.

It was so incomprehensible that it was scary.

I had been working hard every day uploading dungeon clear videos, and it was a good month if I made 200,000 yen... Getting over seventy million from a single dungeon clear was impossible.

"Hayate-sama, you were the first in the world to clear a dungeon. The whole world was watching. Hence, that is likely the dividend."

"The first in the world, me?"

No, that’s not possible.

"America and places like that would send in their armies to investigate."

"Indeed. The United States, Russia, and China formed special forces units and aimed to investigate and clear the Black Dungeon. Their progress was also streamed."

So dungeons didn’t just appear in Japan, but all over the world.

"Then, isn’t it strange that I was the first?"

There’s no way an individual like me could beat armed soldiers in clear speed.

"The weapons that each country’s special forces brought with them were almost ineffective against the monsters that appear on the 6th floor of the dungeon and above. The American special forces were able to climb the highest by procuring weapons locally, but even they were wiped out on the 8th floor."

"The US special forces were wiped out on the 8th floor, seriously? But it’s a beginner dungeon..."

My usual speech pattern slipped out. That’s how surprised I was.

"That concludes my explanation of the current situation. And from here is what I would like to ask of you, Hayate-sama."

"Wh-What is it?"

After looking me in the eye, Todo-san bowed his head deeply.

"I must ask you, please, save Lady Rena."
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    "Help Rena? Did something happen to her?"

Only a few hours had passed since we cleared that dungeon together. If something happened in that time, did that mean she entered one of the dungeons that appeared in the real world and got into trouble?

But Rena was skilled enough to fight even without a vanguard. Even if she had to use beginner equipment for the first time in a while, she wouldn't struggle with something like the Black Dungeon. Besides, her SPs would never let her do something so dangerous in the real world.

"Lady Rena has been abducted by the being calling itself the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world."

"The G, Goddess? And you said abducted. Is this for real?"

Todo-san’s serious expression made it clear he wasn't joking.

"Please, look at this. It shows the moment my lady was taken by the Goddess."

I looked at the smartphone he handed me.

It showed Rena right after the announcement that FWO and the real world had synchronized was broadcast worldwide. Judging by the camera angle, it seemed to be footage from a security camera installed in her mansion.

[Synchronization between the real world and Farhlm World is complete.]

'What does it mean, synchronized with FWO?'

'My lady, the earthquake just happened. Please stay away from the window.'

A maid was stopping Rena, who had tried to check outside.

'Oh, you're right. I'm sorry.'

'Let us move to the safe room now. Your safety is our first priority, my lady.'

'Yes. I understand.'

Just as the two of them were about to move.

[Shinonome Rena has been selected as the commemorative prize (trophy) for the Kanto area.]

Another announcement played. I hadn't heard anything like this.

A trophy was an element in FWO, referring to powerful weapons or rare items you could get for clearing a dungeon.

And when you cleared a Grade 3 dungeon, you could get an NPC who would support you. In other words, a character who would act autonomously without player input.

I had a bad feeling about this.

'Don't say such ridiculous things, calling me a trophy!'

[You have no right to refuse. I am the one who made the dungeons appear in this world. In the words of this world, I am a Goddess. My decision is absolute.]

'A G, Goddess? That's impossible...'

'Rena-sama! Y, your body!!'

Her body was turning into light and vanishing.

'No, I don't want this! Wait...'

'My ladyyyy!'

In just a few seconds, Rena's form disappeared.

As I stared in stunned silence at the sight of a person vanishing, the voice of the self-proclaimed Goddess echoed.

[There are those watching this, are there not? I have decided to make a being who is liked and watched by many into a trophy. That way, you humans will try your hardest to clear the dungeons. If you wish to reclaim Shinonome Rena, then clear the Spring Dungeon. I will be waiting.]

The video ended there.

"They've got to be kidding... What is this Goddess? Making Rena into a prize? That's!"

That's not something anyone has the right to do. It was an unbelievable violation of human rights.

"We attempted to track my lady with all our resources. For emergencies, all members of the Shinonome family have a small GPS woven into their clothing. We followed it, and as a result..."

Todo-san glanced outside the moving car.

A massive, pale blue tower stood there, piercing the sky.

It looked just like it did in the game. That was the Spring Dungeon.

"There is no doubt that Lady Rena is at the very top of that tower."

"...So you want me to help clear the dungeon. But that place is..."

"We understand. The Spring Dungeon is Grade 3. We cannot even enter it without first clearing a Grade 2 dungeon somewhere. Ever since we discovered my lady's location, the Shinonome Group has used its full power to attempt an infiltration, but all attempts have ended in failure."

They had done everything they could before coming to me for help.

Todo-san and the others must be desperate. If possible, I wanted to help too.

"If there's anything I can do, just say the word. I can at least provide guidance on how to clear it. If I teach a professional martial artist or someone an efficient route, I think they could clear a Grade 2 dungeon in about half a day."

Many of the monsters moved differently from their FWO counterparts, but the species that appeared were almost the same. So if you looked at an FWO walkthrough site, you could find out which enemies would appear in the real-world dungeons. If you knew the enemies, their attributes, and their weaknesses, you could easily plan a counter strategy.

It would be many times faster to have someone more mobile join the rescue team for Rena than for me to do it myself.

"Do you have any candidates for the clear team? If you have any videos of them doing sports or something, it would be easier for me to give advice on suitable weapons and strategies for them."

"We would like to ask you, Hayate-sama, to rescue my lady."

"B, but... I'm just a high school student."

"An ordinary high school student does not move like this in the real world."

Todo-san swiped the screen of his smartphone.

It showed me leaping high into the air, spinning as I sliced the dungeon's final boss to pieces.

"Whoa! That's a great shot!! Can I get this video later?"

I knew this wasn't the time, but it was filmed from such a cool angle that the words just slipped out.

"This was broadcast worldwide and is also available to view in the archives."

"Huh, oh, right."

"It has been viewed over three billion times."

"Thr, three billion!?"

Apparently, I had gone massively viral without knowing it. If the circumstances were different, I probably would have done a weird dance to celebrate.

"Currently, the entire world recognizes you, Hayate-sama, as the greatest dungeon clearer. Furthermore, when we showed your dungeon clear to the combat analysis AI developed independently by the Shinonome Group, it concluded that no other human is capable of the same movements."

Was I not human? I'll admit I pushed myself a little...

"After that, we had professional martial artists, accompanied by professional FWO players, attempt to clear the Black Dungeon. However, they were unable to do so. The problem seems to be that without the knowledge and judgment, plus the physical ability to take optimal action in an instant, they cannot respond to emergencies."

"I see. By the way, what happens if you take damage in a dungeon?"

I had cleared the Black Dungeon without taking any damage, so I didn't even know if monster attacks hurt. Todo-san seemed to have a lot of information, so I thought I'd ask.

"If you are injured, you will bleed, and your bones can break. And if you suffer a fatal wound, you are ejected from the dungeon with no external injuries. Those who have experienced this are physically alive. However, they remain unconscious, and none have yet woken up."

"They don't die, but they don't wake up... Does that mean a resurrection item is needed?"

This was a different mechanic from FWO.

But it might be possible to help those who died in a dungeon and lost consciousness. There are items for that. In FWO, items to resurrect fallen comrades during battle became available starting from Grade 3 dungeons.

It seemed I needed to clear a Grade 2 dungeon quickly, not just to save Rena, but for the sake of people in trouble all over the world.

"Todo-san. I have something to discuss."

"Yes. Anything at all."

"I'm not good at partying up with people, so I want to clear it alone. I'm aware that I'm being selfish when Lady Rena is in trouble."

Even for her sake, I couldn't move through a dungeon with a large group of people.

Because of past trauma, in the worst case, I could become unable to move.

"We have taken the liberty of looking into your circumstances, Hayate-sama. A solo clear will be no problem. According to the AI's prediction, as long as the optimal equipment can be prepared, you can clear a Grade 2 dungeon in three hours and twenty minutes."

Seriously. That AI is amazing. That's the same as the fastest clear time I had imagined.

"We are also aware that the materials needed for weapon enhancement can be gathered in the Black Dungeon. Even as we speak, we have people gathering the necessary materials for the Grade 2 dungeon clear. They are proceeding slowly, as they are acting with a safety margin while watching your videos over and over."

"What. Does that mean you're putting the materials on the 'Market' for me?"

"That is correct."

That was a huge help.

The most tedious and difficult part of the game was gathering materials to enhance weapons and equipment. Well, if I had the time, I'd want to fight with weapons I'd made by gathering the materials myself. It's more fun that way.

But I couldn't be saying that right now.

In FWO, Farhlm World Online, you could either hunt monsters yourself to gather materials, or you could use in-game currency to buy materials sold on the Market. Conversely, you could also sell materials or weapons you'd crafted on the Market.

A key feature of FWO was that the Market could be used even inside a dungeon, allowing you to buy and sell materials to enhance your weapons as you went.

"Come to think of it, I don't think the enhancement funds were displayed in Gold."

When I was clearing the Black Dungeon, I enhanced my equipment a few times, and the cost was displayed in yen. For some reason, I started with several million yen, but could it be...

"It seems the payment is drawn from your real-world savings."

"Are you, serious."

My vision went dark.

I had been thoughtlessly using the enhancement method that had a high success rate but also a high cost. My displayed funds had dropped to about a tenth of what they were, but I had assumed I could easily make it back by selling materials on the Market.

I can't believe it was my actual savings.

"From now on, please do not worry about funds. Aim for the fastest clear with the best equipment."

"...Meaning?"

"We, the Shinonome Group, with our one million employees and total assets exceeding 500 trillion yen, will support you, Hayate-sama, with all our might. We will gather all the necessary materials for enhancement. We will provide as much funding as you need. Therefore..."

Todo-san gripped my shoulders.

"We are counting on you to save Lady Rena."

This was insane. I was getting pumped. I had the ultimate sponsor.

The speedrun I'd always dreamed of might become a reality.

Seventy percent of me wanted to save Rena. The other thirty percent was the anticipation that, with the strongest backup imaginable and no concern for funds, I could clear the dungeon with maximum efficiency, perhaps even surpassing the AI's prediction. I began to reconsider which Grade 2 dungeon I should challenge.
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    For my part, I was ready to challenge a Grade 2 dungeon immediately. But Todo-san said there was someone he wanted me to meet first, and I was taken to a certain place.

"Th, this place is..."

When I stepped out of the limousine, I was in front of a skyscraper. It was a building I had seen on TV. The Shinonome Zaibatsu headquarters.

"Lady Rena's father, Shinonome Nobutaka-sama, is waiting for you here."

Rena's father. That means he's one of the heads of Japan's four great zaibatsu. I wasn't sure what to expect, but I was getting nervous. Normally, someone like me would never meet a person like him.

I wonder what he's like.

Guided by Todo-san, I went up to the top floor of the massive building.

"Please proceed to the room at the end of the hall."

After getting off the elevator, I was instructed to head to a room at the end of a long corridor. It seemed Todo-san would be waiting here.

A mysterious sense of tension was rising. I wonder... is this what it feels like to go and ask a father for his daughter's hand in marriage? I had no such intentions at all, though.

I opened the door at the end of the hall. Inside was a desk, and a sofa and table set, likely for guests. It was a very simple and spacious room with only those things. Behind the desk, there were no walls or window frames, just a solid pane of glass.

The man who had been looking down at the desk noticed me enter and looked my way.

Come to think of it, I forgot to knock. He's a very important person, I wonder if he'll be angry.

"Ah, thank you for coming. You must be Hayate-kun."

The man stood up and approached me.

"Yes. I'm Shizukuishi Hayate."

"I apologize for summoning you so suddenly. I am Shinonome Nobutaka. I would have preferred to come see you myself, but my position does not allow me to move around freely. Have you heard about Rena from Todo?"

So this was Rena's father. He seemed kinder than I had imagined.

"Yes. I have. I will do my best to rescue her as quickly as possible."

"I am truly grateful that you would do so. But you have only just finished clearing one dungeon. I would like you to sleep for a night and tackle the clear of this Grade 2 dungeon in peak condition."

I had expected him to say something like, 'My daughter has been kidnapped, so go rescue her at once. I'll pay you whatever it takes.' I was a little surprised to hear him express concern for my well-being.

"Um, is that alright with you?"

"Hayate-kun, you are about the same age as Rena. Just asking you to risk your life for a rescue is unthinkable in the first place. However... we were powerless to do anything."

The Shinonome Group, which also handles the development and manufacturing of weapons for the Self-Defense Forces, has maintained a private army, which was permitted with certain restrictions in Japan about ten years ago.

The Shinonome Zaibatsu's private army is said to be the strongest fighting force in Japan, second only to the Self-Defense Forces. They attempted to clear the Black Dungeon equipped with the latest weaponry, but they were unable to get past the 8th floor.

A separate unit tried to attack the Spring Dungeon from the outside and infiltrate from the top, but that also ended in failure.

"From the moment I learned my daughter was abducted by a being calling itself a Goddess, I did everything I could. I even asked for help from my rivals. Still, no matter what I tried, it was no use. In the midst of that, the state-of-the-art AI we use to decide our company's business strategy advised me to rely on you."

Shinonome-san showed me a video on his smartphone.

It was the same one Todo-san had shown me. The video of me defeating the Stone Dragon with a spinning slash from above.

"When I saw this, honestly, I thought it was superhuman. But dungeons have appeared in the world, and monsters roam within them. Materials that shouldn't exist in this world can be obtained from them. In that case, I suppose that eventually, much of humanity will adapt to this abnormal environment and become capable of doing the same things you do."

"I think that hypothesis is probably correct."

I was able to master the Manipulator quickly, which is why I cleared the Black Dungeon faster than anyone in the world. But other combat classes have equipment that assists with physical abilities too.

"Be that as it may, you are the only one who can do this at present. An AI predicted that you, Hayate-kun, who could move like this only a few hours after the dungeons appeared, would grow stronger quickly from now on. That is why I want you to let me rely on you."

Shinonome-san bowed his head deeply.

"P, please raise your head. I've played with Rena-san in the game before. I want to save her too, so..."

"Is that a strong enough reason for you to risk your life? You must have heard that if you receive a fatal wound in a dungeon, you will never regain consciousness."

"Yes. I've heard."

"And it's not as if you are in love with my daughter, is it? The SPs assigned to her have reported that it was more a case of Rena involving herself with you, Hayate-kun."

Ah, I see. So that's why Shinonome-san doesn't think I'm after his daughter. That's a relief.

If he thought I had ulterior motives, it would be harder to go save her.

In that case, maybe I should be honest about my own motives. That should put Shinonome-san more at ease.

"I love the four-sword style."

"...Hm? W, why are you bringing that up now?"

"The thrill of the speed when I defeat enemies with a flurry of strikes from four swords is exhilarating. The sense of versatility, being able to attack and defend at the same time. And the overwhelming number of attacks is the best. I believe the four-sword style is the strongest!"

"I, I see. I fully understand that you like the four-sword style. Now, please tell me how that relates to Rena."

Oops, I got a little too heated.

"I'm sorry. But until just a little while ago, I was in despair, thinking I might not be able to use my beloved four-sword style anymore."

"Ah, the matter of the Manipulator being discontinued. Actually, my daughter asked me if there was anything I could do. But the parent company that runs FWO is not a Japanese corporation, and it has no business dealings with the Shinonome Group whatsoever. I told her there was nothing I could do."

Could it be that Rena tried to do something for my sake?

...No, that's probably not it.

There must be another reason. I shouldn't get ahead of myself.

I'll continue my story.

"The ray of hope that appeared to me in my despair was the dungeons that appeared in this world. I don't care why the dungeons appeared, or about the existence of a Goddess. I just want to use the four-sword style. I want to get stronger and stronger equipment, and go on a rampage with four swords. That is my purpose for clearing dungeons."

"So, you're saying you'll save Rena along the way?"

"If I were to put it bluntly, yes. Even if I hadn't received any support from you, Shinonome-san, I would still challenge the dungeons. Since you are offering your support, I promise to ignore all the items I could otherwise collect along the way and head for Rena-san's rescue by the shortest possible route."

Did I overdo it? I might have gone too far in my attempt to show that I'm going to save Rena, but I'm not interested in her as a girl. As a father, he might be offended.

"I like it! We have a deal!!"

He forcefully extended his hand, and I instinctively shook it.

"If you had said it was because you had romantic feelings for my daughter, I would never have relied on you, Hayate-kun."

Shinonome-san showed me the video again.

It was a continuation of the video Todo-san had shown me.

[If you wish to reclaim Shinonome Rena, then clear the Spring Dungeon. I will be waiting.]

'Give my lady back!!'

The maid who was there shouted.

[One thing, I neglected to explain. The trophy, Shinonome Rena, will become the property of the one who first clears the Spring Dungeon.]

'...What.'

[The first clearer. In other words, if Rena's owner wishes it, her personality will be erased. Then, a personality of the owner's choosing can be implanted. Shinonome Rena is popular with many people, and she has good looks. There must be many men who would like to do as they please with Rena, wouldn't you say.]

'Th, that can't be...'

[If you wish to prevent that from happening, then those close to Shinonome Rena must do everything in their power to be the first to clear the Spring Dungeon. Note, this information will be broadcast to the entire world three days from now. Well then.]

With that, the video truly seemed to be over.

"I showed this to you because it is you, Hayate-kun. I want you to promise you will never speak of this to anyone else."

I felt a strong pressure from him, as if he was saying that if I were to post about this on social media, the Shinonome Group would use its full power to erase me from this world.

"I, I promise I will absolutely never speak of it."

"Very well. If you bring my daughter back safely, I will give you any reward you desire. Furthermore, I swear that the Shinonome Group will back you up with all its might so that you can continue to dominate with your four-sword style in the future."

"Understood. In that case, I will be the one to rescue Rena-san."

When the Grade 3 dungeon was released in FWO, it took even the fastest players a week to clear it. But that was because they had no information or support.

Now, I have the knowledge. I have support with funds and material gathering.

Before all those guys aiming for Rena can rush in, I'll clear the Spring Dungeon myself!



    Chapter 14

    Stream Chat

    On social media and message boards, a certain piece of information was gaining a lot of attention.

The news that Hayate, the one who cleared the Black Dungeon faster than anyone in the world, had entered a Grade 2 dungeon. It spread in an instant, and a large crowd gathered at Hayate's Booth, where his dungeon challenge was being streamed.

Despite it being early in the morning, the comment section was buzzing.

<Whoa! It's really Hayate>
<Looks like he took a break after all>
<But it's only 7 AM>
<Wish he'd started a little later>

The dungeon Hayate chose to clear was the Ash Dungeon. It was a different dungeon from the one the Shinonome Group's latest AI predicted he could clear the fastest.

"Here in the Ash Dungeon, there are a lot of fire-attribute monsters. The stone-type weapons I got in the Black Dungeon will be the most effective here."

Here too, he climbed higher and higher, explaining his actions as he went.

<He knows he's being streamed>
<Hayate would be like this even if he didn't know>
<Clearing dungeons while commentating has become a habit for him lol>
<By the way, are stone weapons effective against fire attribute?>
<What Hayate means by 'effective' is...>

Just as someone in the comments was about to explain, a fireball came flying at Hayate.

He caught it with the sword in his right hand and imbued the flame onto the sword.

<...Huh?>
<What was that?>
<Eh, why!? >
<The stone sword is on fire>

Viewers who didn't know FWO well were confused, not understanding what had happened.

As many people watched in astonishment, Hayate used the red-hot sword to cut the monster that had shot the flame in two. He had forcefully defeated a monster that should only be beatable with a magic sword by cladding a physical sword with magic.

<In FWO, if you get the timing perfect, you can clad a weapon with magic of its counter attribute. For fire, that's water or stone. Remember that.>

With Hayate busy fighting newly appeared monsters, viewers who had been watching his streams for a while explained for him.

<BTW, this was originally a bug>
<But it was fun so they made it a feature>
<The timing is super hard>
<You take normal damage if you fail>
<Not recommended for beginners>
<Actually, don't even try to copy this>
<Even top players can't succeed 100% of the time>
<Doing this for real... is he insane?>

To the viewers who had played FWO, what Hayate had done was nothing short of divine. Moreover, there was a difference in feel between a VR game and reality. There was no guarantee that timing it based on the game's feel would work in real life.

<This Hayate guy is nuts, isn't he>
<They said the timing is difficult, but...>
<This guy's doing it with all four of his swords?>

The super-difficult character control of successfully doing this even once was said to be what separated an intermediate FWO player from the top 30% of advanced players.

Calmly using this ultra-high-difficulty technique known as Magic Cladding, Hayate had imbued all four of his swords with flames.

<He's doing it so casually, but it's not normal>
<You don't need Magic Cladding on a magic sword lol>
<...Huh? Hey, wait a minute!!>
<You can clad a wind attribute sword with fire!? >

This was a new technique that Hayate had not shown on stream back when FWO was still a game.

The wind attribute sword was an enhancement attribute for fire. Something that was impossible according to conventional wisdom was happening.

In the first place, only a limited number of players could use Magic Cladding with a physical sword, and doing it with a magic sword and a different attribute made the timing even more difficult.

Currently, the only person in the world who could use this technique was Hayate.

<This is crazy crazy crazy!>
<This goes beyond the game>
<They're definitely gonna patch this>
<No wayyyy!>

The more a viewer had played FWO, the less they could hide their astonishment at the feat Hayate was performing. In the game, it was considered impossible for a single weapon to have multiple attributes.

They couldn't comprehend a situation where something considered impossible in the game was being executed in real life.

There was a technique where a dual-wielding swordsman would hold a wind and a fire attribute sword in their left and right hands respectively and attack simultaneously to increase the power of the attack. The damage increase multiplier for that was 2. However, if a single weapon could hold two attributes, the attack power with dual swords would be multiplied by 4.

If Hayate were to hold four magic swords with his four-sword style, and if he could use Magic Cladding on each sword with an enhancing attribute, his attack power would be multiplied by 16. This multiplier was an abnormal figure in FWO.

A few viewers realized this.

<He could get up to 16x attack power>
<Huh?>
<No way, you're lying lol>
<A 16 multiplier is impossible in FWO>
<No, it's possible if he could clad all four>
<Besides, Hayate is...>
<He defeated the Stone Dragon in one hit>
<And that monster's attack is getting multiplied by 16!? >

That's impossible. The viewers wanted to believe that something that would fundamentally overturn FWO's game balance wouldn't happen.

However, Hayate, who had sworn to clear the dungeon at top speed, held nothing back.

"The enemies get stronger from here on, so I'm going all out. First, I'll buy some magic swords on the Market and enhance them as much as my funds allow."

<Is it okay to enhance them so recklessly?>
<The enhancement level is high, but the success rate is low>
<He's failing a lot lol>
<They say this is real money>
<This is the moment a popular streamer falls into the bottomless pit of microtransactions>
<Serves him right for blowing all his living expenses lololol>

Many comments mocking Hayate were posted by those who were jealous of his popularity.

Without seeing such comments, he continued to repeat the reckless enhancements.

<H, hey. Isn't this getting bad?>
<He's probably burned through 5 million already>
<Stop! That's enough!!>
<Hayate-san, do your best>
<Here's a little support>

Some Super Tips were gathered, but Hayate was tapping the enhance button so fast that it was like a drop in the ocean.

Someone should stop him. Just as many viewers thought so, Hayate's status screen flashed for a moment. Several people immediately took a screenshot from the stream and began to analyze it.

<I found out how much money Hayate has!!>
<What>
<From that flash just now!>
<So, how much?>
<If he's enhancing at this rate, maybe 10 million?>
<He'd need about that much>
<You're naive. Yesterday's stream had 3 billion views>
<Even with a low estimate, he's got at least 50 million>

<Guys. It. Was. Fifty. Billion. Yen.>

Almost simultaneously with this post, a screenshot of Hayate's funds was leaked on social media and message boards.

<...Huh? 50 billion?>
<50 billion lmao>
<Beyond lmao, that's rofl>
<Beyond rofl, that's a whole forest www>
<Don't grow grass in the forest>

The amount was so huge for a single person's funds that many people in the comment section were confused.

Just as a debate was about to erupt over how Hayate had obtained such a large sum of money, the stream's screen flashed brightly.

"I did it! I made four Wind Magic Swords (Modified +30)!!"

In FWO, even weapons you get in the initial dungeons can be used later in the game if you enhance them repeatedly. However, the success rate of those enhancements is extremely low.

A weapon enhanced to Modified +10 is enough to clear a Grade 2 dungeon. Modified +20 for Grade 3. And Modified +30 is strong enough to be used in a Grade 5 dungeon.

<Four Modified +30 weapons...>
<Seriously. He did it>
<Yep, it's over. Hayate wins>
<Nice work, management>
<No one can stop this guy anymore lol>

It goes without saying that this was strong enough. However, Hayate performed an even further enhancement.

"A monster just happened to attack me, so I'll borrow its flame."

Saying so, he completed the Magic Cladding on the magic swords with utter ease.

A powerful flame was clad onto the swords with a wind attribute base, completing four of the strongest possible swords that could easily burn through fire attribute monsters.

"Alright. Now that I'm ready, I'm going for the clear at full power!"

In this dungeon, there were no longer any monsters that could stand in his way.



    Chapter 15

    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    A world of pure white, with no ceiling or walls.

In that vast space, there was a single, solitary desk. On the desk was a keyboard and a monitor, floating in the air without any support. The language displayed on the monitor was not of Earth.

A lone man stared at the monitor, typing something on the keyboard.

For hours, for dozens of hours.

The man barely moved anything but his typing fingers and his eyes, simply continuing to type what looked like some kind of program.

"Saaa-daaa-haaa-ruuu!!"

A hole opened in the white space, and a blonde beauty who looked to be around twenty years old appeared from it.

"Hey, Sadaharu. Are you even listening?"

Completely ignoring the beauty's call, the man called Sadaharu still did not stop his hands.

"Listen to me!!"

She forcefully snatched the keyboard away, stopping Sadaharu's hands.

"...Ah, Goddess-sama. You were here."

"Don't give me 'you were here'! Listen to me properly."

This blonde beauty was the master of this space. And the being who had made the dungeons appear on Earth. So that earthlings could recognize her more easily, she called herself a Goddess.

"So, was there some kind of bug?"

"The Black Dungeon got cleared! Isn't that a little too fast!?"

"Oh, is that so. But that was set up for beginners, so it's not a problem if it gets cleared on the first day."

"B, but still."

"I'm still in the middle of implementing the Grade 4 dungeons, but it will probably be a while before the people of this world can clear Grade 2."

Sadaharu was a former human who had been brought to this place by the Goddess. Not just any human, but the programmer who built the core systems of Farhlm World Online.

Now, under the Goddess, he was single-handedly carrying out the task of reflecting the dungeon and monster settings from the world of FWO into the real world. In truth, most of the dungeons that appeared all over the world were just empty structures, with no monsters inside.

What the self-proclaimed Goddess could do was create structures and items, and make created beings move according to their settings. Created beings referred to the monsters that appeared in dungeons, but she was not good at setting their movements and adjusting their strength.

For that reason, the Goddess had invited Sadaharu to this place and had him help with dungeon management, such as balancing monster strength.

"What's the status on implementing monsters for the Grade 4 dungeons?"

"About 60% complete."

"Do you think you can finish that in about three more days?"

"No way I can finish! Do you have any idea how big and numerous the Grade 4 dungeons are!?"

The Goddess's body tensed with a jolt as Sadaharu yelled at her.

"D, don't get mad. It's just that a Grade 2 dungeon got cleared just a little while ago. So I was hoping you could hurry up just a little bit, Sadaharu."

"............Huh? A, are you saying a Grade 2 dungeon has already been cleared!?"

"Seems so. By the way, the first one to clear it was Japanese."

"Ohh. As a former Japanese person, that makes me a little happy."

He had received an ageless, immortal body that didn't get tired from the Goddess, and had already quit being human.

"So, that Japanese person is going to Grade 3, right?"

"I think so."

"You insisted on doing the trophy settings there yourself, Goddess-sama, so I left it to you... What did you implement? It looks like something humanoid is placed there. Were you able to make an autonomous doll? If you have such a convenient ability, I'd like a few assistants."

At this point, Sadaharu did not yet know that the Goddess had abducted a living human, was going to strip them of their will, and turn them into a trophy.

"In FWO, you get a pet NPC that helps you in battle for clearing Grade 3, right? I took a hint from that and came up with it myself! Aren't I great!? Hey, you can praise me, you know."

"Yeah, yeah, amazing, amazing."

"Praise me a little more seriously. Oh well. In any case, Grade 3 should be fine until the end, but it's not good that Grade 4 isn't implemented yet. Is it really impossible?"

"I told you it's impossible."

"Then, I guess it can't be helped. Let's insert a losing event here. We can use that to buy some time."

"Oh. Is it okay to implement *that*?"

"I can't allow humans to catch up to the world that I, the Goddess, am remaking."

Sadaharu thought that the fact that the preparations she had spent months on were about to fall apart in just two days was already a loss, but he didn't say it out loud.

That was because she had told him it was okay to implement, as a losing event, the original mid-boss he had created in the intervals between implementing monsters. A monster he had set to a strength that humanity at its current level could not possibly win against, no matter how much they struggled.

"Thank you very much! Then, I will add it as the mid-boss of the Spring Dungeon."

"By the way, are you sure they can't win against it?"

"Unless they have weapons they can get from a Grade 5 dungeon, they absolutely cannot win. In the first place, this was created by perfectly tracing the movements of the strongest solo player in FWO. If their equipment strength is the same, no one can beat him, as he masters cheat-level character control. He was the only one who could perfectly master the Manipulator system I designed."

"So, what happens if that strongest player himself shows up?"

"It's fine. That's why I had you add the condition that you can't enter the dungeons that appeared in the real world unless you're an adult."

Sadaharu had quit being human, but he wanted to avoid children losing their lives for no reason. So he persuaded the Goddess to only allow adults into the dungeons.

"Ah, I see. So that strongest player is still a child."

Incidentally, the Goddess had set the entry restrictions for the dungeons after reading materials from Japan's Heian era. She was under the impression that adulthood meant being 15 years or older.

Due to this misunderstanding, 'the strongest player,' who was 16, was able to enter the dungeons just fine and was currently dominating the monsters.

"I don't think it's likely, but just in case some hardcore gamer with superhuman physique breaks through the losing event, I'll go ahead and set up the boss character I had on hold. You wanted to possess that body, right, Goddess-sama?"

"Yes! Since I went to the trouble of preparing a trophy, I want to be the one to protect it."

"I won't set it to the level of a losing event. It's plenty strong as it is. For the rest, please do your best with your character control, Goddess-sama."

"Leave it to me!"
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    Chapter 16

    "To think you'd beat the clear time predicted by our company's AI by over thirty minutes. And without a scratch... It seems I was right to rely on you."

"It's thanks to the funds you provided, Shinonome-san. And having you put the materials on the Market was a huge help too."

After clearing the Ash Dungeon, I was resting in a hotel near the Spring Dungeon, provided by the Shinonome Group.

Physically, I still had plenty of energy, and my equipment was at a level where I could fight in a Grade 3 dungeon. So I was thinking of continuing the clear, but Rena's father, Shinonome Nobutaka-san, stopped me and I came to this hotel.

"Currently, the unit I have prepared is gathering materials in the Ash Dungeon. I would like you, Hayate-kun, to rest for a bit until a certain amount of materials has been collected."

I was lying face down, with only my head turned forward, listening to Shinonome-san speak via video chat.

Several beautiful women were massaging my arms, back, and legs. These women weren't just cute, they were seriously good. It felt amazing.

Despite being in the middle of a conversation, a large yawn escaped me.

"You look sleepy."

"It's because these people you arranged for, Shinonome-san, are so good at what they do."

"I have gathered them by carefully selecting those with particularly excellent skills from the high-end massage parlors our group operates nationwide. Let yourself be fully healed. I will tell them to wake you in about three hours."

"Thank you very much."

My sleepiness had reached its limit.

The excitement of being able to use the four-sword style and being able to enhance my weapons however I wanted without worrying about funds must have caused fatigue to build up without me realizing it.

Even taking the shortest route, each floor of the Black Dungeon was about 1 kilometer long. And there were 10 floors. The Ash Dungeon I just cleared was a little larger. At a low estimate, I had run over 10 kilometers last night and over 10 kilometers this morning, all while fighting monsters.

Thinking about it calmly, it would be strange if I wasn't tired.

I should probably sleep now, so I can go rescue Rena in perfect condition.

I let go of my consciousness while recalling the layout of the Spring Dungeon, the monsters that appeared there, and information about the mid-boss and boss.

──＊＊＊──

"And now, I will begin the clear of the Grade 3 Spring Dungeon!"

My body felt so light. I was in a refreshing mood.

"Here in the Spring Dungeon, as the name suggests, the monsters that appear are of the water attribute. The strongest weapon I have is the Wind Magic Sword (Modified +30). It's not a direct counter, but it can still deal normal damage, so I'll proceed with this."

I had gotten into the habit of explaining my clear as I went. And apparently, my clear of the Ash Dungeon was also broadcast to the whole world.

Thinking that would probably be the case this time too, I decided to go with this style.

But unlike in FWO, it was a little boring not being able to see the reactions of the people watching. Encouraging comments give me a lot of strength. I also want to thank the people who send Super Tips.

Then again, since my life is on the line for real, maybe it's a good thing I don't have to get distracted by abusive comments in the chat. Even if I try not to mind them, if they catch my eye, they'll bother me.

Well, for now, I should focus on the clear rather than things like that.

"There are rare monsters that are immune to magic, so I'd like to make one strong physical-type weapon."

A magic sword is a sword that primarily uses magic, but it can also be used for normal physical attacks in close combat. So it wasn't absolutely necessary, but since I had plenty of funds, and predicting there might be different settings from the FWO game, I decided to make a new weapon.

"First, I'll look for materials on the Market. ...Whoa! Materials from the Grade 2 dungeon are already starting to circulate."

I knew that Shinonome-san had arranged for this, so I guess this makes it look a bit staged.

By the way, in FWO, when someone clears the most difficult dungeon available at the time, anyone, not just the one who cleared it, can challenge the next dungeon that is unlocked. However, you cannot challenge the boss of the newly unlocked dungeon without defeating the boss of the previous grade dungeon. That was the mechanic.

In other words, the private army dispatched by Shinonome-san was gathering materials on the lower floors of the Ash Dungeon, ignoring the difficult boss of the Black Dungeon. It was easier to get better quality items that way than by gathering them in the Black Dungeon.

"For the base of the physical sword I'm enhancing, I'll use the modified Stone Sword that was a rare drop from the Black Dungeon's mid-boss. I've gotten several physical swords in the Ash Dungeon, but the final attack value of the modified Stone Sword will be higher than those."

In FWO game terms, 'drop' is the word. A 'rare drop' is, well, a rare drop, and weapons that are very rarely dropped by mid-bosses or bosses are overwhelmingly superior in performance to the weapons dropped by common mobs.

It was common practice to farm a boss over and over in search of a rare drop.

Getting a rare drop from the mid-boss right away was truly lucky.

"Alright, this time too, I'm going to start enhancing, aiming for +30!"



    Chapter 17

    Stream Chat

    <Here we go, here we go, here we goooo!>
<It's time for Hayate's rampage!!>
<It's only been like 3 hours since he cleared the Ash Dungeon>
<He's going to the next one already>
<Hayate-san, don't push yourself too hard>

Hayate was climbing the Grade 3 Spring Dungeon. And as expected, his progress was being streamed to the entire world.

<We found out Hayate has over 50 billion yen, but... there's no way he could make that much from Super Tips or view counts. Did some big sponsor get attached to him?>

Since this was already the third time, many of the viewers had grown accustomed to him unilaterally trampling the monsters and weren't making as much of a fuss. Instead, a debate about the company backing Hayate was heating up in the comment section.

<If it was a sponsor, they'd have a logo>
<Hayate doesn't do any promotion either>
<Is he doing some kind of stealth marketing?>
<Stealth marketing for what?>
<Watching this stream, what do you feel like buying?>
<It's not that I want to buy anything...>
<It makes you want to try it. Clearing a dungeon>

This debate gave rise to an unforeseen misunderstanding.

<If the goal is to make us think 'Hey, maybe we can clear dungeons too,' then what Hayate is doing would be stealth marketing to lure us into the dungeons that have appeared in the real world.>

An opinion emerged that Hayate might be conspiring with the Goddess to lure people into the dungeons.

<Whaaat!? >
<Seriously! Hayate's on their side!? >
<So he was in bed with the management>
<I'm out. I'm gonna stop watching>
<It's just a possibility for now>
<Jumping to conclusions isn't good>
<Then why is he the only one who's so strong>
<It's because Hayate worked hard in real life too>
<He swung a wooden sword every day>
<That one he got as a souvenir from Kyoto lol>
<Even so, those movements are just not normal!>

Hayate was simply too strong.

Because of that, the theory that Hayate was on the management's side spread further and further.

<Don't spread weird theories>
<Hayate's not that kind of guy!!>
<If it was a sponsored deal, he'd say so>

Long-time Hayate fans desperately defended him.

However, there were not a few people who believed that popular figures should accept such criticism, that they should endure whatever was said to them as the price of fame.

<The ones defending him are with the management too>
<Oh, you figured us out>
<Nice try with the big stealth marketing campaign lol>
<Too obvious, lmao>
<This guy is clearly just way too strong>
<Maybe try a little harder with the balancing?>

It was clearly on the verge of turning into a flame war.

However, Hayate continued his dungeon clear without a care. Modern communication devices were unusable inside the dungeon, so Hayate had no way of confirming whether he was being streamed or not. He had no way of knowing that the comment section was about to erupt in flames, and thus couldn't do anything to put out the fire.

<In the first place, there's no way some Japanese kid can clear a dungeon that US special forces can't. The setup is crap.>

After that, aggressive comments from those jealous of Hayate's popularity continued to be posted.

In the end, of the people subscribed to Hayate's Booth, approximately 50,000 Japanese viewers who believed this theory unsubscribed.

However, the total number of subscribers had actually increased.

Even if this was something Hayate was doing in league with the being who made the dungeons appear in this world, the footage of him clearing the dungeons was valuable information for many people.

It had been discovered that special minerals, plants, and other things that could not be collected on Earth could be obtained from dungeons. These had the potential to greatly change human life. For that reason, America and other countries wanted to find a way to clear the dungeons in their own countries.

Not just countries, but also former FWO players were watching Hayate's stream to gauge the danger level. Furthermore, ordinary people who were about to challenge the dungeons were also studying his movements.

In this reality where getting injured meant you would bleed normally, Hayate perfectly evaded or blocked the monsters' attacks. Incidentally, when he attacked a monster, no blood came out, just a shower of faint red light. This hadn't changed from when it was a game. Even children could watch his streams without worry.

A reasonably good-looking young man, all by himself, mowing down hordes of giant monsters with flashy action moves.

Hayate's dungeon clear was perfect as a piece of entertainment.

Due to the Staged Suspicion, he lost 50,000 Japanese viewers, but gained several hundred thousand new subscribers. Furthermore, his global subscriber count had surpassed 50 million.

The whole world was paying attention to Hayate.

Even among the people who had unsubscribed, many of those who watched his past stream videos re-subscribed.

It seemed the posts from those who were jealous of his popularity didn't have much of an effect.
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    Spring Dungeon, final floor.

The Alumist, small, humanoid water spirits that floated about, shot water bullets at me.

I tried to evade them and approach for an attack.

"Whoa! That was close!!"

If I had taken one more step, I would have taken damage from the water bullet shot from the side.

So they do coordinate their attacks.

The Alumist are rare among common spirit-type monsters in that multiple of them will launch coordinated attacks. At first, only one had appeared before me, but I was glad I had stayed on my guard.

"Ten of them, huh. I'm in a hurry today, so I'll just force my way through."

For a solo player like me, monsters that coordinate their attacks in groups are quite troublesome enemies. Normally, I would retreat and choose a different route, but I couldn't afford to do that today.

"Activate Magic Scroll!"

A Multi-Sword User can also use magic to attack from a distance depending on the weapons they have. However, if you want to hit a wide area with high firepower, a dedicated magic user is still stronger. A scroll is an item that has the skill of such a magic user sealed into it.

"Firestorm!!"

Flames swirled around me and spread outwards.

This was a fire attribute magic skill that became usable when Grade 3 dungeons were released, and it was currently the strongest area-of-effect magic available.

It would be nice if this took care of them.

The wall of fire vanished.

"Crap, so it didn't work."

All ten Alumist were still intact. It seemed they had defended against my magic by deploying a film of water around themselves.

That Firestorm scroll cost me a million yen...

Oh well.

Just in case it didn't work, I had also applied Magic Cladding.

A simple fire attribute magic has no effect on Alumist.

But if I enhance it with wind magic to create a flame attribute magic...

"Hiyah!!"

With my wind magic sword clad in fire, I cut down two Alumist in one go.

The remaining eight showed a look of surprise. The fact that monsters show reactions and emotions like that is one of the things that's different from the game.

Being surprised about something means it can become an opening.

I went on to defeat the remaining Alumist who had frozen in place.

"Phew. Glad I bought that scroll."

One million was expensive, but efficiency is key, so it can't be helped.

By the way, I purchased the scroll from one of the members of the clear team the Shinonome Group had dispatched to the Ash Dungeon. Since the Shinonome Group is also the one providing me with funds, it's less like I paid and more like I returned a little of it.

If I asked Shinonome-san, he would probably provide me with additional funds.

But even I don't plan on asking for more after being entrusted with 50 billion yen. And I fully intend to return what's left over. I'm trying not to waste money as much as possible, and I'm only using everything I've got for the truly necessary spending to achieve the fastest clear.

Coming this far, I'm once again reminded of just how insane the power of money is.

Even though it's to save Rena, I'm aware that I'm spending money in a reckless way that I wouldn't be able to under normal circumstances. I'm doing things I could never have done with just the funds I got from my streams before.

I guess this counts as a money cheat?

It could break the game balance, so once I rescue Rena, I'll stop relying on Shinonome-san's help. I've had more than enough fun running wild with my four-sword style.

If someone's life isn't on the line, I want to enjoy clearing dungeons at my own pace. Clearing them at top speed is fun in its own way, but I still want to get stronger little by little through my own efforts.

Even though there was a reason, I've pushed myself a bit too hard up to now. A clear speed that's so different from everyone else's probably won't sit well with the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world either.

If something like that puts the Goddess in a bad mood and my four-sword style gets nerfed or discontinued, I'll be in trouble.

"I'll clear this place quickly, and after that, I'm going to take it a little easier."

I made a declaration to the people who were likely watching my dungeon clear via stream, and to the Goddess.

After a few more battles, I arrived in front of the dungeon boss's room.

In Farhlm World Online, the mechanic is that you fight the dungeon boss after defeating the mid-boss in the antechamber. If the back-to-back fights are too tough, you can leave the dungeon once. A player who has defeated the mid-boss can go straight to the boss fight on their second attempt.

If I remember correctly, the boss here was the Great Water Spirit Undine, and the mid-boss was its guardian, the water dragon Leviathan.

I checked my weapons and then opened the door to the boss's antechamber.

"...Huh? What is that?"

I had been expecting a giant water dragon to be waiting for me.

But what was in the vast antechamber was a humanoid figure about the same height as me. It held twin swords in both hands and was equipped with a Manipulator on its back. Its face was like an iron golem's, with no mouth or nose, and several things that looked like eyes.

"That's not human, is it."

It looked like a four-sword style swordsman.

Just as I took a step forward to get a better look, the swordsman took a stance.

"Hey. You've got to be kidding me."

What surprised me was that it was a stance I knew well.

Even if there aren't many, there are about 800 four-sword style users in the world. I've memorized the stances of the particularly strong ones, but this swordsman's stance was different from all of them.

"So the mid-boss is a copy of me."

A change in the dungeon's specs at this stage. I think it's probably been changed to a monster that mimics the appearance of the clearer who has come up the dungeon.

The Goddess doesn't intend to hand over the trophy so easily. This might be my toughest opponent yet. I might struggle more than I ever have in the game.

That said, I have no intention of losing. To save Rena, I have to win.

"The strongest enemy is yourself, huh? Interesting. In that case, if I've gotten stronger since the copy was made, I can win, right? I'll make you understand that a copy can't beat the original."

I readied my four swords and charged at the swordsman.



    Chapter 19

    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    "S, Sadaharu! Hey, Sadaharu!!"

"...Geez, what is it? I was in the middle of a pretty deep dive."

Sadaharu, who had been focused on an important adjustment, turned to the Goddess with a look of annoyance.

"Sorry. But this is bad! H, he's already here!!"

"'Here' as in, what is?"

"A dungeon clearer! He's already at the mid-boss!!"

"What. Seriously?"

Not much time had passed since he had been told that a Grade 2 dungeon had been cleared.

The Grade 3 Spring Dungeon was larger and more complex than the previous dungeons. He was surprised that there was a clearer who could climb it so quickly.

"The mid-boss can win, right?"

"I think it should be fine, but... can you see any footage of the clearer?"

Sadaharu was only checking the dungeon's status on the system, he wasn't watching the actual movements of monsters and humans on video. But this time, the clear was just too fast, and he became curious about the person.

"Okay. I'll show you now."

Saying so, the Goddess materialized a translucent board.

Displayed on it was the figure of a young man in the same stance as the mid-boss that used the strongest four-sword style. Sadaharu recognized that stance.

"Is that... by any chance, Hayate-kun?"

"You know him, Sadaharu!?"

"Y, yes. Well."

So that more people would use the four-sword style, Sadaharu, who had been a developer for FWO, had collaborated with Hayate to investigate the trick to moving the third and fourth arms that humans don't normally have. The result was something that even professors at famous overseas universities couldn't understand, though.

"That kid is super strong!"

"I'm sure he is. He's the one I modeled that mid-boss after."

"What? Is that the strongest player you were talking about? B, but you said that kid was a child, so he couldn't enter the dungeons because he's not an adult."

"That's what I thought. Why is he here? He should still be only 16."

"Eh."

"What."

"S, sixteen is an adult, right? Because this 'Heian Era Dictionary' says 'A boy comes of age at fifteen...' Coming of age is being an adult, right?"

"...Goddess-sama. Modern Japan is not the Heian era. Adulthood starts at eighteen."

Sadaharu suppressed the urge to ask where on earth she had found such a dictionary and turned his thoughts to how to deal with the problem at hand.

He didn't like it when a game he was partway through had its specs drastically changed at the whim of the management. What he didn't want to have done to him as a player, he wanted to avoid doing as a developer on the management side if he could.

It was Sadaharu who had developed the four-sword style. And it was he who had resisted to the very end as part of the development team when its discontinuation was decided.

"Since it was my mistake, maybe I should just make this kid leave the dungeon."

"No. I will absolutely not allow that."

"Why!?"

"If you nullify the efforts of a young man who has worked so hard to get this far, you'll become an evil goddess, Goddess-sama. Besides, you are a Goddess. You can't admit you made a mistake. Let's make it so that the rule is that you can enter the dungeon if you are 15 or older. But those under 18 need their parents' permission."

"So adding to the rules is okay..."

"It can't be helped."

"But. That doesn't solve anything, does it? That kid is the strongest, right? Won't the mid-boss lose?"

"It might lose."

"See! This is bad!! I did a mock battle with that mid-boss, and I got totally wrecked, you know!? The original of that mid-boss is here now!"

Sadaharu suddenly found himself wanting to see Hayate completely wreck the Goddess.

In FWO, with its over one hundred million players, Hayate was one of the few players Sadaharu could still respect. He was acquainted with him through tests for the popularization of the four-sword style and promotional deals, and knew he was a fine young man. He was also happy that he genuinely enjoyed the game they had made.

Sadaharu had no lingering attachments to his original world. Still, he felt a little hatred for the Goddess who had made dungeons appear in his homeland of Japan and ruined so much of its beautiful scenery and national treasures.

He wanted Hayate to give the Goddess a sound thrashing.

That feeling was beginning to sprout within him.

First, he needed to get the Goddess motivated.

"Even if you enter the dungeon boss, Undine, fight him, and lose, you won't be erased or anything, right, Goddess-sama?"

"Like I would ever fully synchronize."

"Then it's fine. Please fight him."

"Why!? If I get hit, it'll still hurt!"

"I'll implement a few major techniques you can only use when you're controlling it, Goddess-sama."

"What. Really!?"

"Yes, really. Besides, because you said you wanted to do it, Goddess-sama, I haven't set up Undine's automatic combat program yet. You'll have to fight at least this once."

"Ugh... Okay. B, but in exchange, you have to implement three ultimate moves for me!"

"Three instant-death level skills for a boss... If this were a game, we'd be flooded with complaints."

Even so, he couldn't help but think that Hayate might be able to clear it. He wanted him to overcome this trial if he could.

"Understood. I'll implement three major techniques."

"Yay! Thank you, Sadaharu!!"

Just as the Goddess said her thanks, the sound of a monster core shattering, *parin*, echoed.

Hayate had defeated his own copy. He was unscathed, with no damage to his weapons.

What Sadaharu had traced was Hayate's movements from a year ago. In the time since, he had continued to play in the game and train in the real world, and it seemed he had become much stronger than Sadaharu had anticipated.

"W, wait! The mid-boss was defeated!? Will you be able to implement the ultimate moves in time!?"

"I'll do my best. I won't be able to test them, but... More importantly, Goddess-sama, get into Undine right now! The boss's lines will be spoken automatically!"

The two of them rushed to prepare in a panic.

Completely unaware of what was happening, Hayate was in front of the door that wouldn't open, going over weapon-swapping procedures and other preparations so he could handle whatever kind of dungeon boss it was.



    Chapter 20

    Stream Chat

    On the final floor of the Spring Dungeon, while Hayate was fighting the mid-boss.

<Woooah! It's four-sword style vs four-sword style!!>
<Whoa, their movements are too intense!!>
<AMAZIIIIIIIIIIING>
<What are those moves, they're so cool>
<He's surpassed humanity lololol>

The stream's comment section was on fire.

<Hayate vs Fake Hayate>
<This is a heated battle>
<Go Hayate!!>
<Fake Hayate's got some good moves too>
<But the Spring Dungeon...>
<The mid-boss is supposed to be a water dragon>
<An original monster?>
<This is its first appearance in real life>

Here, the viewers had a question.

<Does it turn into the clearer who shows up?>
<Like it copies the person reflected in the water>
<It'd have to be that way>
<Hm? Why?>
<If it's not a copy of the person who shows up...>

<That would mean <<The mid-boss is permanently Fake Hayate>> >

<............>
<............>
<............>
<Th, that would be bad>
<Impossible, absolutely impossible!>
<They don't want anyone to clear it lol>
<Too impossible, lmao>
<Can a human move like that!? >

Just as such comments were being posted, Hayate used the power of his Manipulator to leap at Fake Hayate, unleashing a barrage of attacks while spinning at high speed.

<He has completely forsaken his humanity>
<But Fake Hayate is blocking it, so he's insane too>
<I could do that much. In the game, that is>
<This is real life, that's the problem>

Gradually, the comment section turned into a discussion on how Fake Hayate could be defeated.

<Maybe a high-powered bombardment from long range?>
<No good. He'll close the distance during the casting time>
<That movement speed is cheating>
<How about a full party with 5 tanks and 3 mages!? >
<With Fake Hayate's speed, you'd want 8 shields>
<With that party comp, who's going to attack lol>

From serious analysis to ridiculous ideas. Among them, several professional FWO players were also posting comments.

<It's withstanding a Modified +30 weapon that would be viable even in Grade 5, so Fake Hayate's weapon must be of similar performance. If that's the case, even with the current highest rarity equipment you can get midway through a Grade 3 dungeon, you'd need to enhance it to at least Modified +10 to be able to guard.>

<Did a quick calculation, if you're lucky, the enhancement cost would be around 7 million yen.>

<So expensive lol And that's if you're lucky>

<What you should be paying attention to is Fake Hayate's Manipulator. That's a 3rd generation, so its reaction speed is 500 milliseconds faster than the one Hayate is currently equipped with.>

<If they're fighting at that speed, a 0.5 second delay should be fatal.>

<The reason he can fight on equal terms with that Fake Hayate is... probably because Hayate is doing something close to future sight.>

<He's perfectly reading his opponent's movements and moving his body at a level where he can ignore the 0.5 second delay. He's probably not even thinking about how to move his body anymore.>

<Ah. He's moving entirely on reflex.>

<Sounds like something Hayate would do lol>

<Only Hayate can do something like that against an enemy he's seeing for the first time.>

<No, in FPS games, your opponents are real people, so it's not an exaggeration to say that every enemy you meet on the battlefield is a first encounter. How you move in response to what the enemy does is almost entirely in the realm of reflexes.>

<So that means Hayate is good at FPS games too.>

<He played an FPS once on stream before, and he got 12 kills on his first playthrough. It was mind-blowing.>

FPS is an abbreviation for First-Person Shooter. It is characterized by moving through the game space from the perspective of the character being controlled and fighting with guns and other weapons. The game Hayate played was a battle royale format where about 50 people descend on the same field in a single match. To defeat 12 enemies in such a setting was astonishingly strong.

<12 kills on his first try lol>
<That's insane lololol>
<That's basically a cheat>

<His item looting movements were totally amateurish, but his movements when he encountered an enemy at close range were completely on par with a pro of that game. He landed every single bullet from a submachine gun with heavy recoil.>

<I was watching that stream too. He was using beginner equipment and his banner was the default one. He was landing so many shots that his opponent probably reported him for suspected cheating. He got temporarily banned.>

<He's a human cheat code lololol>
<LMAO he got false banned>
<That's basically the highest form of praise, lol>

There were few comments about the battle that was currently taking place, but the flow changed when one of the viewers noticed something.

<Isn't Hayate moving faster now?>

At first, Hayate had often been on the receiving end of Fake Hayate's attacks, but now he was completely on the offensive.

<He's pushing so hard>
<His attacks are so fast I can't even see his swords ww>
<He's in the zone>
<Did he already get used to the 500 millisecond delay?>
<This was the first time he'd faced such a fast enemy>
<But now that he's used to it, it should be fine>
<Yeah, it's about to end>

Gradually, Fake Hayate's guards started failing to keep up.

And then, with a spinning slash, Hayate cut Fake Hayate's torso in two.

<Woooooah! Nice!!>
<8888888888>
<GG>
<Congratssss!!>
<That was an amazing fight!>
<Congrats on clearing the dungeon!!>
<No lol this is still the mid-boss fight lol>
<Sorry, got too carried away w>
<But it was a really intense fight!!>

"Whew. That was a tough opponent. He was probably about as strong as I was a year ago. If the Manipulator's performance had been better, it might have been a little easier."

Hayate muttered as he checked his condition. After such a fierce battle, he was unscathed.

<That strong a year ago w>
<What would current Hayate be like with the best Manipulator w>
<Damn. I really wanna see that!>
<Hm? Hey, isn't the screen glowing?>
<Is this, by any chance, a rare drop!? >

"Whoa! Looks like I got a rare drop. This is..."

Hayate held his hand over the part of the ground that was glowing. The light gathered, and the area was enveloped in light.

When the light subsided, there was a pair of Manipulators in Hayate's hands.

"Y, yes! I got the third generation Manipulator!!"

<Whaaaaaa lololol>
<C, congrats. Yeah, congrats>
<This is not good ww>
<Giving a demon a metal club? No, it's worse than that...>
<The demon just got a shotgun w>
<A demon with a shotgun www>
<Hayate with the latest Manipulator>
<That can be the modern version of the proverb lol>
<Can't stop laughing so hard I'm crying>

The strongest youth had come this far by crafting the best weapons currently available. And now, by a stroke of luck, he had also obtained the best auxiliary equipment.

Because Hayate was in such an overwhelmingly advantageous position, comments of sympathy for the dungeon boss he would fight next poured in from all over the world.

<Mr. Final Boss, run away!!>
<His loss is already decided before the fight even begins w>
<My condolences>
<If he can even graze Hayate with an attack, it'll be a great achievement>
<We pray for your fighting spirit!!>

Everyone watching the stream was certain of Hayate's overwhelming victory.



    Chapter 21

    Chapter 21

    "To have defeated my guardian and come this far... You are quite skilled."

A cool and collected beauty with translucent, light blue hair and a somewhat cold, well-featured face spoke to me. She was the final boss of this Water Dungeon, Undine.

The mid-boss had been changed, so I had thought the final boss might have been changed too... But her lines are the same as in FWO, so has nothing changed?

"You must have come this far in a desperate attempt to reclaim what was taken from you. Self-sacrifice for a loved one is so very noble."

Hm? What's with that line? It wasn't like this in FWO. When she says 'what was taken,' is she talking about Rena?

It's true that I came here as fast as possible to save Shinonome Rena, who was abducted by the being calling itself the Goddess.

But how does Undine know that?

Undine speaks lines, but it's just words coming out of her mouth. She couldn't communicate with players. But now, it's as if she's speaking to me.

Could it be that this thing...

"She is safe, isn't she?"

"Yes. For now."

Undine said with a smirk.

So that's it. This thing can hold a conversation, and it has a clear will of its own. Is one of the Goddess's subordinates inside Undine? Or maybe the Goddess herself.

Well, either way, what I have to do doesn't change.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

I really shouldn't be saying things like this. Since many people are watching my dungeon clear, any sharp-eyed viewers might realize that the trophy of the Water Dungeon is a person.

But Undine has already revealed it.

There's no turning back now.

If I lose, someone might come to take Rena.

I absolutely have to win this time.

"Very well. Come at me with all you have."

"Yes. I will!"

I'm going all out from the start.

I activated the Manipulator and took a scroll out of my item bag.

"Activate Magic Scroll! Lightning Thunder!!"

"What!? H, hey, why is a swordsman using magic!?"

Undine was clearly flustered. It seems she's not very familiar with FWO's mechanics.

A spear of lightning shot towards her at high speed.

"D, don't underestimate me! I am the Great Water Spirit!!"

Undine waved her hand, and a large amount of water appeared from nowhere, extinguishing the lightning spear I had unleashed. As expected of a final boss. To so easily block magic of her weakness attribute.

"Ugh... It tingles a little."

If even a little damage gets through, it's a win.

Even if it didn't, I managed to temporarily block her vision and apply lightning Magic Cladding to my magic sword, so I'll take it.

"Hmph. Did you think you could do anything to me with just that? ...Wait, what is that sword. It looks a little dangerous."

Seeing my sword, clad in crackling sparks of lightning, Undine turned pale.

Incidentally, the sword I have equipped is a Wind Magic Sword. It has a counter relationship with lightning magic. So the difficulty is lower than applying Magic Cladding with fire attribute magic.

"You're the one who told me to come at you with all I have!"

I used the power of the Manipulator to fly up near the ceiling of the boss room.

My specialty. It's not like I'm flying for no reason.

In FWO, there are damage multipliers for various motions. The more difficult the movement, the stronger the attack becomes.

In the case of the four-sword style, flying at least three meters higher than the target and attacking while diving down has the highest damage multiplier. Furthermore, by performing a spinning slash, the damage is multiplied by four.

And the equipment I'm using is a magic sword.

I've applied lightning magic, Undine's weakness attribute, to all four swords using Magic Cladding. Since the base is a Wind Magic Sword, the multiplier here is a low 1.2x. For all four swords, it only comes out to about 2.1x.

To make up for that, once I reached the ceiling, I temporarily switched my weapons.

The damage multiplier for swapping weapons mid-battle is 1.5x. That's the value for swapping only one main weapon, and in my case, all four swords are treated as main weapons, so I can swap each one. At maximum, my attack power increases by about 5.1x. It creates a huge opening, so not many people do it, but the multiplier is incredible.

I did everything I could and enhanced my attack power to the maximum.

If I can land the spinning slash, the damage will exceed 41x.

"Take this!! Soaring Sky Spiral Slash!!"

"Eek!? T, Tidal Wave!"

"...!!?"

A massive wave, on the level of a tsunami, came crashing down on me.

I hurriedly changed my target from Undine to the torrent of water.

I managed to evade it by slicing through the mass of water.

"That was close..."

If I had taken that head-on, I would have died.

Tidal Wave was an ultimate move used by a mid-boss in a Grade 6 dungeon. Undine, the boss of a Grade 3 dungeon in FWO, shouldn't have been able to use it.

"And it's hard to move!"

Even if you could evade a direct hit from Tidal Wave, it was a very troublesome major technique that flooded the boss area and sealed the player's movements. It was a true ultimate move that was good for dealing damage, and even if it didn't, it could seal your movements so you could be finished off with another technique.

"H, huh? Your movements have gotten a lot slower."

"Kuh!"

I barely dodged the water bullets Undine was shooting.

"Come on, come on, if you don't try hard to dodge, you'll get hit."

Crap, she's toying with me!

As I was desperately searching for a way to break through, the being inside Undine seemed to have gotten cocky from its advantageous position.

"Looks like it was too early for you to challenge me. Since you've come all this way, I'll tell you something nice. I actually have two more major techniques! Hey, are you surprised? Are you in despair? You can run away if you give up, you know. Not that I'll let you!"

Something inside me snapped, *putsun*.

Undine, who with her cool appearance and demeanor was the number one most popular boss character among male FWO players. I loved her too.

Her character had been ruined. Defiled by a wicked presence.

I can't take it anymore.

"That's not who Undine is!"

"W, what's with the shouting all of a sudden. Even if you act tough, in this water you're just... huh? W, why are you standing on top of the water?"

I was floating with the jetpack I got when I cleared the Black Dungeon.

I had wanted to keep the fact that I had a jetpack a secret, but I couldn't afford to now.

"I'm sorry for lying when I said I was going all out. From now on, I'm using everything I've got. I'm coming at you with my true full power!"



    Chapter 22

    The Stream's Comment Section

    Just as with his previous dungeon runs, people from all over the world were watching Hayate's dungeon conquest.

This time, however, something was strange.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

Many people questioned the word 'her' that Hayate used when confronting Undine. After all, there were no quests where an NPC was kidnapped by a dungeon boss for a player to rescue.

<What’s he mean, "her?"> <Maybe an acquaintance of Hayate's?> <She got kidnapped by the boss!?> <Undine’s dialogue is weird to begin with.> <What’s going on? Is this a live event!?> <Is it an original thing only for the guy doing the fastest clear?> <No, it might be the opposite.> <──Meaning?> <An acquaintance of Hayate's was kidnapped, and Hayate came to get her back with everything he's got.> <That’s impossible... or is it?> <Hayate always collects every single item.> <But this time he ignored all the drops and went straight for the boss.> <He’s not the type to clear a dungeon by throwing money around like this.>

Those who had been watching Hayate's streams for a while noticed that his behavior this time was odd. On top of that, there was his statement about getting someone back.

<There was that theory that Hayate is on the Management side, but that’s gotta be wrong.> <You mean the one where he's doing sponsored content to get people to challenge dungeons?> <No way. If that were true, the scenario is way too clumsy.> <Ignoring all item drops is just too weird.> <There has to be another reason.>

When the suspicion that Hayate might be luring people into dungeons arose, tens of thousands of viewers unsubscribed from his stream. The fans who had always insisted Hayate would never do such a thing saw this as an opportunity and defended him in the comments section.

Even so, there were still people who didn't believe, as well as malicious viewers who wanted to diminish Hayate's popularity, but then...

"T, Tidal Wave!"

Undine unleashed an instant-death level major technique.

<Undine used Tidal Wave!?> <A move like that in a Grade 3 dungeon is impossible!!> <That’s an unavoidable, full-area attack, isn't it?> <It’s a special move that takes out more than half of a tank’s HP.>

When it was explained that a cheat-level skill had just been used by the dungeon boss, even the people who doubted Hayate were forced to reconsider.

It was clearly not an attack with a power level meant for a single person. In response, Hayate evaded the massive technique with a spinning slash powered up to its absolute maximum.

<Whaaaaaaaat!!!???> <Eeeeehhhhh!!?> <No no no, that’s just insane!!> <He sliced a tidal wave lolololol> <This isn’t a game! It’s reality!!> <Don’t go slicing tsunamis in real life lol> <So you can evade a tsunami by cutting it. (deadpan)> <No, that’s completely impossible!!> <Fine. I get it. Hayate isn't human.>

While the theory of Hayate being on the Management's side had weakened, a new theory that Hayate was not human had now become much more compelling.

<We’ll be safe even if there’s a big earthquake.> <If Hayate is around, we don’t have to fear tsunamis.> <Every household needs a Hayate.>

Just as such comments started to increase.

"Since I'm in the mood, I'll tell you something nice. The truth is, I have two more major techniques! Aren't you surprised? Feeling hopeless yet?"

<Huh? What’s with this thing?> <Ew, gross.> <Undine would never say that!> <She’s supposed to be a cool character!?> <I challenged her over and over just to hear her look down on me and say, ‘Come back and challenge me when you’ve grown stronger.’> <Ah, I did that too.> <Me too, me too!> <There were so many dumb male players who fought her without weapons because they didn’t want to hurt Undine-tan lol. Well, I was one of them lol.> <To do that to our Undine──> <Don’t you dare defile her!!!> <Seriously, stop messing around!!>

Many FWO players who felt something was off about Undine's dialogue were outraged. She was the most popular boss character among male players. The Goddess speaking lines that Undine would never say sent the comment section into a frenzy.

<I get it now. The being that made dungeons appear in this world must have taken over Undine. There’s no other explanation!>

This comment gained widespread support.

<That’s plausible.> <Undine is the first boss you can have a conversation with.> <If Hayate is doing a live event, some kind of will must be intervening.> <What kind of will?> <Well, like a god?> <If there’s a being that can actually do this stuff, it’s gotta be a god.> <A god is controlling Undine!!>

If Undine was being controlled by someone, her strange words and actions made sense.

<God or not, the fact is that a supernatural being mimicked FWO’s settings to create dungeons in this world. And now, it’s ignoring those settings and implementing Tidal Wave, which should be impossible in a Grade 3 dungeon. I guess if there’s a being that can alter the world so freely, the easiest name for it would be ‘god.’>

The Goddess had only revealed herself to a limited number of people. Still, many of those watching Hayate's stream became convinced of a god's existence. At the same time, their frustration with this god exploded.

<Even for a god, ruining the original source material is a capital offense.> <Yeah, I can’t forgive this!!> <I won’t forgive you for ruining her character, god!> <Hayate, beat the crap out of that god. You have my permission.>

The comments section was on fire.

Even though Undine was using major techniques from a Grade 6 dungeon boss, and even knowing she had two more instant-death level techniques left.

Most of the viewers could not imagine Hayate losing.

"From here on, I'm using everything I've got. I’m coming at you with my true full power!"

When Hayate said this, he was floating just above the water's surface with a jetpack, but few people questioned it. After seeing him slice a tsunami in two, most viewers had come to think that it wouldn't be strange for him to stand on water.

Making viewers on a stream think that something abnormal is normal. When this state is achieved, it's called 'training complete'. Right now, the viewers were in a state of being perfectly trained by Hayate.

<Hayate is flying or whatever, but who cares!!> <Yeah! Do it, Hayate!!> <Crush that piece of crap god that’s possessing Undine!>

"Hah!"

Using his jetpack, Hayate charged toward Undine at high speed.

"D, don't come any closer!!"

Undine waved her hand, and a massive amount of water tried to block Hayate's path. He sliced through it as he advanced.

"──!? I told you not to come any closer! Aqua Blast Rot!!"

Suddenly, a gigantic pillar of water erupted.

This, too, was an instant-death level major technique that Undine should not have been able to use.

A high-pressure stream of water would shoot up from under the player's feet, launching them upward to be crushed against the boss room ceiling. Among all the magic a boss could use, it had the shortest cast time and was an extremely difficult major technique to evade. But...

Hayate dodged it with ease.

The moment Undine pronounced the word 'Aqua', he predicted that this major technique was coming and moved to evade. And Hayate did not miss the opening right after she unleashed her attack.

"Over here!!!"

"What!?"

The Goddess, thinking she had caught Hayate, was looking up near the ceiling where she expected him to be. As a result, her defense was delayed, and her right arm was sliced off.

"Kuuu. Owww!! Wh, why didn't that hit!?"

"Because you were kind enough to tell me you had two more major techniques. That's the only one that begins its incantation with 'Aqua'. So I dodged the moment you said it. That leaves one major technique left."

FWO bosses only used their instant-death level techniques once. They might have several types of strong attacks, but they weren't designed to repeatedly unleash major techniques capable of incapacitating at least one player.

However, his opponent was the Goddess.

Hayate had properly considered the possibility that she might ignore her earlier words and launch her major techniques repeatedly. While calculating how to block or evade such an attack, he moved toward Undine.

"Th, then how about this! You shouldn't be able to dodge this even if you know it's coming!! Lord of Hydra!!"

Eight pillars of water rose up, forming dragons. They attacked Hayate from all eight directions.

"Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style secret technique, Haze."

The swords held by his manipulators vanished. Swung at a speed that made them appear invisible, the magic swords blew away all the water dragons closing in on him.

<Wh, what was that!?> <He blocked a major technique from a Grade 8 dungeon boss.> <He said it’s a four-sword style secret technique.> <Haze, so cool!!> <First time seeing that.> <Hayate must have been saving it.> <But the god cheated with three major techniques.> <So he had to use his trump card!> <But now the god has nothing left!>

"Huuuh!? What was that!? Isn't that cheating!!? That has to be a cheat!!"

<Look who’s talking.> <Seriously.> <The one who used three major techniques shouldn’t be talking.> <Still, taking zero damage is kinda sad for her lol> <Hayate is just on another level. Too strong.> <Well, whatever. It’s Hayate.> <I guess that makes it okay.> <Yep, 'cause it's Hayate.>

Every viewer in the world was on Hayate's side.

"Are you out of major techniques? If you have any more, feel free to use them. I still haven't used my trick of nullifying attacks with the invincibility frames from a skill activation. By the way, considering the shortest possible cooldown for a player skill, you can use your next major technique in 180 seconds. Thinking from when you used the first one, that's about 60 seconds from now."

To make her understand that any struggle was futile, a deadpan Hayate approached Undine while deliberately revealing his hand.

"In 60 seconds, I can utterly crush you."

"Hiii!?"

Overwhelmed by Hayate's presence, Undine backed away.

<It’s punishment time!> <Don’t hold back.> <Get her, Hayate!!> <The rampage has begun.> <Beat her to a pulp!!>

Nowhere in this world was there an ally for the Goddess who had defiled a game beloved by over 100 million people.
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    Shinonome Rena

    The first time I saw his videos, I thought he was so cool.

He would mow down monsters with character control that seemed impossible for a human to perform. His movements were flashy, yet the transitions from one attack to the next were so fluid and smooth, completely without waste.

In FWO, where many people chose long-range attacks with magic or firearms, he was a streamer who fought with melee weapons, and with the unusual style of four-sword style, no less.

FWO had become popular among the maids, who said the character creation was fun, so I started playing about three years ago myself. Before I knew it, I was hooked on the game. As I played more and more, there was one quest I just couldn't clear. It was while I was looking up how to beat it that I found his stream.

*'This monster goes berserk when its health drops to about 30 percent. So, when it gets to around 32 percent, use a major technique to finish it off in one shot. That way, even soloing it is a piece of cake.'*

He was the kind of streamer who would say something so ridiculous. That man's name is Hayate. He was soloing a monster that was recommended for a party of four or more.

*Isn't he crazy?*

In FWO, with players all over the world, there are pro gamers who play solo. But most of them clear dungeons with NPCs. There are almost no streamers who challenge the latest content truly alone, without any NPCs. Hayate was one of those few.

Even without a tank to protect him or an attacker to deal heavy damage, Hayate defeated monsters without a hint of danger. It was exhilarating to watch him single-handedly crush enemies that took teams of pro gamers to barely defeat.

I tried to imitate him and start using the four-sword style, but the manipulators wouldn't listen to me at all, so I gave up right away. Apparently, Hayate was the same at first. But now, he's one of the top dungeon explorers in the world. He said he went through all sorts of training to be able to wield four swords freely. I thought his effort was incredible.

Before I knew it, I had subscribed to his stream and had been watching it for so long that I was now considered an old-timer.

I was his fan. I even sent him Super Tips.

I knew he'd worry if the amounts were too big, so I just sent small, celebratory gifts of five or ten thousand yen whenever he defeated a boss or got a rare item.

*'Tamanyan-san, Hajime-san, Lena-san, Haruka-san, The Customer Next Door Eats Customers Well-san, Karl Kleiber-san, good evening!'*

That third name, Lena, was my account name on the streaming site.

I was so happy every time Hayate called my name that I started making sure to leave a greeting in the comments every time. It was frustrating that I could never manage to be the first one to comment, even though I was always waiting more than thirty minutes before the stream started.

Even when I was late to comment, Hayate would always read it when I posted. Realizing that he recognized me made me so happy back then.

But gradually, that alone wasn't enough to satisfy me.

I am the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Group. I could have anything I wanted.

For someone like me, I couldn't stand having a connection with my favorite streamer only through the comment section of his streams.

So, I decided I would become Hayate's partner.

It wasn't a vague, fluffy feeling like, 'I want to be' or 'It would be nice if I could be'. No, I swore in my heart that I, Shinonome Rena, absolutely would be.

First, to increase my points of contact with him, I started streaming my own dungeon runs. For this, I chose the bow as my weapon. This was partly because I had learned a little archery, but also because if I was going to be Hayate's partner, I needed to supplement what he lacked.

If I was going to team up with Hayate, who fought mainly at close range, I needed the power to eliminate troublesome and powerful enemies that approached him from a distance. While not as unpopular as the four-sword style, the bow wasn't a very popular weapon in FWO either. It could deliver powerful single shots from a distance but couldn't fire rapidly, leaving large openings. It wasn't a weapon for beginners.

But I had decided I would stand by his side.

I holed myself up in FWO's shooting range, forgoing sleep, and kept firing arrows.

My efforts paid off, and I was able to steadily improve my PVP record. The number of subscribers to my stream also grew. I was just being my natural self in the game, and it seemed to resonate with people. Before I knew it, my subscriber count had surpassed Hayate's. I'm sorry about that.

But it seems he was checking out my channel too. When I heard him mention on his stream that he saw me as a rival, I was so happy. You know, if you want, I wouldn't mind merging my channel with yours. In exchange, you have to be my partner! ...I wanted to suggest that, but I was too embarrassed to do it.

I was always watching Hayate's streams. I'd listen with a grin on my face as he read my comments. And when I was streaming, my heart would pound with the thought that maybe he was watching me.

One day, I ran into Hayate in a dungeon.

"You're Hayate, aren't you? Y, you will have a PVP match with me!"

That wasn't what I meant to say at all. I was going to say, *I've been a fan for a long time. Would you please form a party with me?* But what came out of my mouth was a declaration of war.

Challenging someone to a fight the first time you meet them, what kind of battle-crazed character am I? I get a little embarrassed just thinking about it.

But he fought me. He's so kind, I love him.

What's more, Hayate never even landed a hit on my character. We were in a game, so it's not like I would get hurt. Maybe he knew I was a girl in real life and it was a tactic to not lose his female viewers.

After that, I kept challenging him to PVP matches, trying to invite him to my party. Of course, I lost every single time. And every time, he'd only destroy my equipment, never dealing any damage to my body. He would mercilessly slice male player characters in half, so it didn't seem like he had taken a vow against killing.

I was finally able to talk to him properly at an official FWO offline event. That's when I was first able to ask him to form a party. I did my best to sell him on all the merits of teaming up with me.

But, it was no good...

He didn't give me the details, but it seems he's not good at working in a group.

When they announced that the four-sword style would be abolished, I did everything I could to get them to reverse the decision. I thought Hayate would be sad.

But even with Father's help, it was no use. The number of his streams started to decrease. Thinking he must be depressed, I went after him alone. I made up an excuse, saying it was the last time and I wouldn't let him get away with a winning streak, and had him PVP with me.

After that, one thing led to another, and Hayate and I formed a party and managed to conquer a dungeon together. Those few hours were the happiest of my life. I got to play with my idol. He praised me when I did well. He gently patted my head. Everything was so perfect, I wished that time would never end.

As proof of our dungeon conquest, my name and Hayate's were carved side by side on a stone monument. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that this means we're bound together, right? I still use that image as my phone's wallpaper.

I was in such a happy mood that day...

How did it end up like this?

[Shinonome Rena has been selected as the conquest memorial trophy for the Kanto area.]

It's all the fault of the one with that voice, the Goddess.

Kidnapped by the Goddess, I am left unable to even move a fingertip of my own will.

I can't see. I don't know where I am.

I have no sensation in my body. I can't even tell if I'm standing or lying down.

But my consciousness is perfectly clear.

[As a trophy, you will become the property of the one who first conquers the Spring Dungeon. If the owner wishes, your personality will be erased. Then, a personality of the owner's choosing will be implanted. I hope someone nice comes to get you.]

That's what the Goddess told me.

I think this means this is the last time I have left.

I have so many regrets.

I wish I had told Father I loved him more. I wish I had been more affectionate with Mother. I promised the maids we'd have a girls' party at a luxury hotel in Dubai... I'm so sorry, everyone. And I can no longer tell Todo, the head butler, about what happened in FWO that day. I loved how he always listened to my stories with a smile.

Memories and regrets are flooding my mind.

But in the end, the face I remember is his.

*Hayate, I want to see you one more time.*

If I'm going to belong to the conqueror anyway, I want my owner to be Hayate. I feel like I could accept being used by him. I'm sure Hayate would take good care of me.

I wish for that, but I understand it's absolutely impossible. The real Hayate is a high school student, the same age as me. No matter how strong he is in the game, he can't fight in the real world, right? Besides, I don't want him to risk his life to save me.

Ah, I can feel my body a little now.

It feels like I'm floating in mid-air.

[Congratulations on conquering the Spring Dungeon.]

I heard a voice like that. It's the same voice as the Goddess, but this one is a cold, mechanical sound.

Someone cleared the dungeon.

[As a conquest memorial trophy, we present Shinonome Rena. It is possible to erase her personality and give her a new one of your choosing. Now, what kind of personality do you desire?]

It seems this is the end.

I just wanted to see the face of the person who will use me. I assume they must be specifying what to do with my personality, but to not even let me hear the conqueror's voice, that Goddess is really stingy.

[...Understood. Please accept your trophy.]

My body is slowly falling.

After a moment, I felt like I was being held by something.

Is this it? Am I going to disappear now?

I'm scared...

I don't want to belong to anyone but you.

Please.

"Help me, Hayate."

"Yeah. I came to help you, Rena."
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    "Eh, Hayate? Is that really you? W, why? How did you get here?"

That's a lot of questions. Well, I guess it can't be helped since she was suddenly kidnapped by the Goddess and brought here.

"Rena, your father asked me to, so I came to save you."

When I received Rena as the trophy, she suddenly appeared in mid-air.

She descended slowly after that, but her eyes were vacant and I worried if she was okay. The deal was that the dungeon conqueror could erase Rena's will if they wished, and of course, I didn't wish for that. But she remained in a daze for so long that I started to get anxious.

Rena muttered, "Help me," as if in a delirium, so I responded, and her eyes focused on me. After that, we were able to talk like she was her usual self.

By the way, when you defeat a dungeon boss, you get the trophy for clearing the dungeon after collecting the dropped items. Apparently, the item collection part is streamed, but the trophy presentation is not.

So, this conversation we're having right now shouldn't be on stream. I'm choosing to believe that. If it got broadcast that I was holding the incredibly popular streamer Rena in my arms like this, my channel would undoubtedly go up in flames. I just can't seem to figure out the right time to put her down.

So please, I hope this isn't being streamed!

"F, Father asked you for help, Hayate?"

Of course, she'd be curious about that.

Normally, you wouldn't entrust the rescue of your precious daughter to a high school student like me.

"Well, for some reason, I was able to clear the dungeons that appeared in the real world just like I did in FWO. I guess that's why he relied on me."

"I see. You really are amazing, Hayate."

"Of course, it wasn't just me. A lot of people worked to help you, Rena. The Shinonome Group gave me their full backup this time, so I was able to get here in the shortest time possible."

"I see. I have to thank everyone, then."

As if relieved and losing her strength, Rena rested her head against my body.

"I was so scared. I was so scared that I was going to stop being me. Thank you for coming to save me."

"You're welcome."

We've been talking for a while, and nothing seems off.

Rena is probably fine.

But just in case, I should probably confirm this one thing.

"By the way, Rena. You don't, like, have a crush on me or anything, do you?"

"Huh?"

"Ah, well, you see... Rena, you were made into this dungeon's trophy, and apparently, the first person to clear it had the option to erase your personality and make it whatever they wanted. Of course, I didn't ask for that. I wished for you to be returned just as you were. So this is just to check if you haven't been given a personality that's submissive to me or something."

Please say you don't like me.

Otherwise, I'm going to get erased by Shinonome-san.

"...I do like you."

"Eh."

"I like you, Hayate. But it's not because my personality was changed to be that way. I was a fan of yours from before. I've been watching your streams forever. I even commented on them, you know?"

"S, seriously? W, well, but in the game, you always picked fights with me at every opportunity, and the first time we met you suddenly told me to PVP you... I thought you saw me as an enemy."

"I wouldn't invite you to a party if I saw you as an enemy. It's just... I was embarrassed!"

"Oh, like how kids pull pranks on the person they like to get their attention."

"Don't lump me in with elementary school boys. I am aware of it, for your information."

She's kind of cute. A tsundere beauty, I could get behind that.

"I've been a fan of yours for so long. The reason I invited you to a party wasn't because of some ulterior motive, it was simply because I wanted to play with you. I thought you were cool from the moment I first saw you. And then you, of all people, rushed to my rescue when I was in a pinch."

Rena lifted her face and looked me straight in the eyes.

"I fell in love with you! It can't be helped, can it!?"

...Are you serious?

No, I get it. If your idol comes to save you when you're in a desperate situation and coolly defeats the enemy, I can understand falling for them even more.

I don't mind being liked by a beautiful girl like Rena, either. I had a lot of fun when we partied up and cleared that dungeon. We had great conversations. We have a lot of the same hobbies. If we both liked each other, I would want to try dating her.

But, right now is a bad time.

"I'm happy you feel that way. I think... I like you too, Rena."

"Eh!? Th, then! Would you, like, go out with me?"

"I'm sorry. I can't date you for a while, Rena."

"W, why?"

"I promised your father that I would safely rescue you from the dungeon, Rena."

"You accomplished that, didn't you?"

"Yes. The 'safely' part is what's important."

"What do you mean?"

"Even if your feelings for me are your own, other people won't know if that's really true. From an outsider's perspective, they'll suspect that I used my privilege as the dungeon conqueror to change your personality."

"I, I'll tell them Hayate would never do something like that! I'll convince everyone who doubts it!!"

"That's the one thing you can't do. Because the people who doubt it will just think that I ordered you to say that."

"Auu... Then, what do I have to do to date you, Hayate?"

She really wants to date me.

In that case, I should respond to her seriously.

"I need you to wait just a little while. The world is in a crazy state right now, but I think this is my chance. Me, who could barely make enough to live on my own from game streaming, can now earn a fortune by clearing real-life dungeons. I'll earn a ton of money, make a name for myself, and become a man worthy of you, Rena. When that happens, I'll be the one to ask you out. How does that sound?"

"So, you mean I have to pretend I don't have any feelings for you until then? Are secret phone calls not allowed either? I want to go on dates with you."

"I think a phone call now and then would be fine, but if we act too couple-like, it'll get out easily. Through this whole incident, I've experienced firsthand just how seriously insane the Shinonome Group's information network is. And by the way, if they think I rewrote your personality, I'll probably be erased."

"I, I'll never let that happen!!"

"Right. You'll try to protect me. But the people around you will just think I ordered you to protect me. The moment I'm suspected, it's over for me. I like you, Rena. That's why I need a little time until we can date properly."

"...If you make me wait too long, I won't be able to hold back my feelings for you. I won't be able to stand it."

Rena placed her hand on my cheek.

"You'd better do your absolute best."

"Yeah, leave it to me."

I have a new goal.

I will become someone who the whole world looks at, even with the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu whose group has over a million employees and total assets exceeding 500 trillion yen as his girlfriend, and thinks, 'Yeah, I guess he's okay'!

Uoooooooh! I'm gonna do it!!

"Ah. Hayate, let me whisper something in your ear."

"Hm? What is it?"

I leaned my ear closer to the mouth of Rena, whom I was still holding.

There's no one else here, why is she doing this, I wondered.

I felt something soft touch my cheek.

"...Huh?"

W, was that just now, could it be?

"That's my thank you for coming to save me today. This much should be okay, right?"

Did Rena just kiss me!? On the cheek, though.

That was my first!

"When we're properly dating, I'll give you one on the lips."

"R, right. I see..."

I see. If we can properly date, I can kiss Rena.

Uoooooooooooh!

I'm gonna do it!!

I'll conquer every single dungeon in the world!!
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    After that, I was flying through the sky with a jetpack, carrying Rena in my arms.

A large crowd had gathered around the Spring Dungeon we had just cleared, and I had a bad feeling about trying to exit from below.

My plan was to fly all the way to where Todo-san was supposed to be waiting for us, a short distance away from the Spring Dungeon.

"I was wondering why you didn't choose the jetpack that was supposed to be the special reward for clearing this place. You already had one, didn't you, Hayate?"

"Yeah. I didn't know about it either, but I got it as a trophy for being the first to clear the Black Dungeon. And actually, the boss of the Spring Dungeon had been changed quite a bit, so I might not have won without this equipment."

"I see. By the way, were there any changes besides the boss? I was hoping I could try entering a dungeon myself."

Right. She'd be curious. I, who had entered a dungeon without a single thought for the danger to my life, couldn't tell Rena that it was dangerous and she absolutely shouldn't. If she does decide to enter a dungeon, I want her to take me along as her guard.

"The mid-boss was an enemy that used the four-sword style. It felt like it was tracing my movements from about a year ago, and it was pretty strong."

"What!? Then doesn't that mean no one other than you can clear the Spring Dungeon, Hayate..."

"I wonder. It might be a monster that imitates the recent state of the person who enters the mid-boss room. Besides, there were plenty of players I couldn't beat in PVP, so even if a past version of me was the mid-boss, there are lots of people who could defeat it."

"You trained hard in real life to master the four-sword style, Hayate. But the pro FWO players you lost to in PVP were mostly older guys who didn't look very athletic. So here, in reality, you're the strongest."

Um, why do you know what those pros are like in real life?

Could it be? Was she so upset that I lost that she used the power of the Shinonome Group to investigate my opponents? ...Rena seems like she would do that.

I can definitely never cheat on her. Not that I was planning to.

──＊＊＊──

After about a ten-minute flight, we met up with Todo-san.

"Todo!"

"Ojou-sama, I am so glad to see you are safe."

As I set Rena down on the ground, she ran and threw her arms around Todo-san with great force.

"Hayate came to save me."

"Yes. I witnessed the moment Hayate-sama conquered the dungeon. Hayate-sama, thank you so very much for rescuing Ojou-sama."

Once Rena let go, Todo-san bowed deeply to me.

"It was all thanks to the extensive support from the Shinonome Group. It wasn't my strength alone. I'm just glad she's safe."

It seemed I wasn't being suspected of changing Rena's personality, at least not yet.

The real problem would be Rena's father. If he senses anything unusual about my relationship with Rena, I think my life will end right there.

"We shouldn't stand here and talk. Let us return to the mansion. Nobutaka-sama and many others concerned for Rena-sama are waiting there today."

"Okay, I understand. Let's go home. It's okay for Hayate to come too, right?"

"Of course. Nobutaka-sama has expressed his desire to thank Hayate-sama. He also has a few things to discuss, so we would be most grateful if you would accompany us."

Whoa. I knew this was coming, but I'm super nervous.

But it'll probably be fine. Rena and I had a thorough strategy session on the way here. Though most of it was just talking about places we'd want to go and things we'd want to do once we could officially date.

"And finally, a word from me. My sincerest congratulations on this occasion. I have great expectations for your continued success in the future, Hayate-sama."

That's what Todo-san said to me.

"Thank you very much. I'll keep doing my best."

It sounded kind of like a final farewell. I was thinking I would still be around Rena, possibly as a guard, so I expected to be in Todo-san's care for a while longer. It made me a little sad.

After that, we got into a limousine, but Todo-san took the front passenger seat, leaving me and Rena alone in the spacious back. I ended up sitting next to her out of habit, but was that okay?

Looking calmly at the girl beside me, I can't help but think she's cute. Just thinking that a beautiful girl like this likes me is enough to make me break into a grin. But I can't let anyone around me notice.

From the moment the limousine started moving until we arrived at Rena's home, we didn't exchange a single word.

We might slip up if we talk too familiarly.

As I worried about whether I could handle this properly and whether Rena could successfully hide her feelings for me, we entered the enormous mansion where her relatives were waiting.

"Rena-sama, welcome home."

"We're so glad you're safe."

"Welcome back."

"Hayate-sama, thank you very much."

As soon as we entered the mansion's lobby, we were surrounded by a large number of maids. They said they were all Rena's personal maids. The Shinonome Zaibatsu is incredible.

"Rena, welcome home. I'm glad you're safe. Hayate-kun, I'm sorry to rush you, but please come this way."

Shinonome-san appeared and called me over. I think he wants to confirm if I fulfilled our promise. He might be suspicious.

I wished Rena could come too, but it seems I have to go alone.

"Understood."

I glanced at Rena, conveying my intention to go.

She gave a small, silent nod. To me, it felt like she was telling me, 'Do your best'. I have to live up to her expectations. I'll bluff my way through this.

For our bright future together!!

I followed Shinonome-san into a room.

"First, I want to thank you. Thank you so much for saving Rena."

"Not at all. I had fun being able to achieve the fastest clear thanks to the Shinonome Group's backup. But since it felt a bit like cheating, I'll return the funds I didn't use for this conquest."

I made sure to appeal to the fact that my premise hadn't changed, that I was carrying out Rena's rescue while also enjoying a four-sword style rampage, which had earned Shinonome-san's trust and led to him entrusting me with her rescue.

"Ah. You don't need to try and cover it up. It's because I was watching you tell them to return Rena with her original personality intact."

"I see."

...Hm?

Was watching?

"Um... was watching what, exactly?"

"The moment you received Rena as the dungeon conquest trophy."

Shinonome-san pointed to the right wall. I looked over and saw a giant screen displaying an image of me holding Rena. It seemed to be an archive of the stream.

"What!?"

Wh, why is that being streamed?

Could it be that because he's a relative of Rena, who was made into a trophy, he got a special broadcast?

And what's more, the video didn't end there.

"The part where Rena told you she liked you. The part where you said you liked Rena. The part where you discussed hiding your mutual feelings because you were afraid of being suspected by us. The part where you told Rena to wait until you became a man worthy of her. And the moment Rena kissed your cheek, not just I, but the entire world was watching."

...It's over.

It seems my life ends here.

"I will approve of your relationship."

"Huh? D, does that mean..."

"Watching the stream, I came to fully understand that you are a sincere young man. The fact that you tried to accommodate my daughter's feelings as much as possible was also a plus. Also, do you see that view count display?"

The number of views on the video projected on the wall had so many digits I couldn't make sense of it.

"As of now, it's been viewed over 20 billion times. The moment my daughter kissed a boy, viewed by the entire world."

Shinonome-san said, holding his head in his hands.

On that streaming site, you can see which scenes are played the most on a graph above the seek bar. Apparently, the playback count for the time when Rena kissed me was the highest. It was more than five times higher than the moment I defeated the Goddess-possessed Undine.

I felt a little bad about that.

"What's more, congratulatory messages from both inside and outside the group have been pouring in nonstop. Furthermore, if I were to do anything to tear you two apart under these circumstances, the Shinonome Zaibatsu would suffer a catastrophic stock market crash. That is the judgment of our company's AI."

The video showing the scene of Rena kissing me switched to a screen displaying various graphs. It was written in English so I couldn't understand the details, but it seems the AI had concluded that it would be more profitable for the company if Rena and I were to date.

"I approve of you and Rena dating. However, you are absolutely forbidden from doing anything to make my daughter sad. And when the entire world acknowledges that you are truly worthy of Rena, my daughter and the daughter of the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu, I will approve of your marriage."

I'm still just a high school student, you know...

It wasn't the kind of atmosphere where I could say, *I can't even think about marriage yet*. He was probably telling me that if I wanted to date Rena, I had to be serious about marriage too.

"You should already know how to demonstrate your own value."

My value, huh. That would be my ability to conquer dungeons.

"Show me, and the world, your worth. Your deadline is in about two years. The day Rena turns 18."

He's telling me to achieve something the world will acknowledge by the time Rena comes of age. Understood.

I accept this quest!

"I understand. I will do my absolute best!"



    Chapter 26

    Next-Generation AI Aina

    Hello. It is a pleasure to meet you.

I am Aina, a next-generation Artificial Intelligence partially entrusted with integrated decision-making for the Shinonome Group.

My name, Aina, was derived from the romanized reading of AI, 'ai', meaning love, and a character from Rena-sama's name.

As a very auspicious event occurred today, I will record the events of the past few days, including the circumstances leading up to it, in my main memory as a record of the highest possible resolution and permanence.

Access to this record is restricted to Shinonome Rena-sama or an individual to whom Rena-sama has granted special rights. Therefore, I will omit detailed preliminary information.

To briefly provide some background, Shinonome Rena-sama, the only daughter of the 18th head of the Shinonome family, held romantic feelings for Shizukuishi Hayate-sama, who had established a channel called the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office on a video streaming site. It was obvious enough for even an AI like myself to determine as such.

That concludes the background explanation.

As there are many things to record, I will be concise.

July 1, 2053. Countless dungeons appeared all over the world.

They were imitations of the dungeons existing in the world of the VRMMORPG, Farland World Online, commonly known as FWO.

Amidst the global chaos, Shizukuishi Hayate-sama conquered the Black Dungeon all by himself. By the way, this is the combat scene with the dungeon boss.

[Video of Hayate defeating the Stone Dragon with a spinning slash from above (Ultra High Resolution)]

I hacked... or rather, paid a visit to the original servers of the video streaming site and secured the highest quality data. I believe Rena-sama has not yet seen this footage, so I will ensure that Hayate-sama's heroic figure is properly recorded.

Incidentally, I have also created a 'Hayate-sama's Coolest Fight Scenes Compilation'.

However, at that time, Rena-sama had been abducted by the self-proclaimed Goddess who caused the dungeons to appear in the world. For Rena-sama, who had never missed a single one of Hayate-sama's dungeon conquest streams, how painful that must have been... I can only imagine.

But I have good news for you, Rena-sama.

Hayate-sama possessed the skill to conquer dungeons alone even in the real world. Rena-sama had been abducted by the self-proclaimed Goddess and turned into the trophy of the Spring Dungeon. Upon organizing this situation, I arrived at a single conclusion.

Yes. I have named it 'Operation: Have Hayate-sama Rescue Rena-sama'.

To ensure that Hayate-sama would not be harmed under any circumstances, I utilized my full capabilities to run tens of thousands, even hundreds of millions of simulations. I cross-referenced dungeon information obtained from videos streamed worldwide with information from the game FWO to calculate risk predictions and possible conquest times.

I then determined that with an investment of 50 billion yen and support in distributing items securable in cleared dungeons to the Market, Hayate-sama would be capable of conquering the Ash Dungeon and the Spring Dungeon, and rescuing Rena-sama.

Nobutaka-sama heeded my advice and decided to summon Hayate-sama.

This is the scene where Nobutaka-sama requests the rescue from Hayate-sama. I would very much like for Rena-sama to hear Hayate-sama's words at that time.

"I promise to ignore all items that can be collected along the way and head for Rena-san's rescue via the shortest possible route."

"I will be the one to rescue Rena-san."

So cool. Hayate-sama is a wonderful man.

I brought this footage from the security cameras installed in the Shinonome Zaibatsu headquarters building. A task like this is a piece of cake for me.

What? You'd like to see it from a little earlier?

...My apologies. It appears the data is corrupted.

Let us move on to the next scene. July 2, 2053.

[Edited video of Hayate conquering the Ash Dungeon (Ultra High Resolution)]

As the main event follows, this Grade 2 dungeon has been edited. Of course, I will keep the original high-resolution data as well, so please review it when you have time.

Now, a series of wonderful scenes will follow.

[Hayate vs. Fake Hayate (Ultra High Resolution)]

Kuuu, so cool. Those are not the movements of a human.

However, Rena-sama is the daughter of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu. She is a woman of such talent and beauty that marriage proposals come from all over the world. If he cannot accomplish something of this level with ease, I cannot entrust Rena-sama to him. In that regard, Hayate-sama is, without a doubt, qualified.

Let's move on to the final battle scene.

"I will defeat you and have her returned to me!"

This line from Hayate-sama is so cool.

Incidentally, it seems this dungeon boss, Undine, was being controlled by the self-proclaimed Goddess. One could even describe it as the self-proclaimed Goddess wearing the skin of Undine.

And Hayate-sama proceeds to beat that self-proclaimed Goddess to a pulp.

[Hayate vs. Undine (Ultra High Resolution)]

Mmm! No matter how many times I watch it, it's so exhilarating!!

Undine unleashed three instant-death level major techniques, which should normally only be usable once. The self-proclaimed Goddess used a cheat.

And yet...

"In 60 seconds, I can utterly crush you."

"Hiii!?"

It was Hayate-sama who emerged victorious. The sight of the pathetically flustered self-proclaimed Goddess is a spectacle.

Hayate-sama is just too strong. He far exceeded my predictions.

Um... is he really human?

And now, the climax.

The scene where he receives Rena-sama as the dungeon conquest trophy.

"I came to help you, Rena."

Waah waah waah aaaaaah!

If I had a body, I would be crying my eyes out right now. And to just casually say, "I came to help you," Hayate-sama is just too cool.

Hayate-sama. Thank you so very much for rescuing Rena-sama.

By the way, at this time, Hayate-sama seemed to believe that the stream would end after he received the trophy. That had been the case in the dungeons up until now.

However, perhaps due to him defeating the Undine possessed by the self-proclaimed Goddess, the specifications of the stream had changed.

The scene where they confess their mutual feelings for each other.

The scene where they discuss hiding their feelings so he wouldn't be suspected of rewriting Rena-sama's personality.

The scene where Rena-sama kisses Hayate-sama's cheek as a thank you for rescuing her.

All of it was streamed to the entire world.

In that instant, words of blessing from all over the world flooded the stream's comment section.

Allow me to introduce a few of them.

<Eeeeeeeennnnndeeeeeeer!> <Nooooooooooooo!!> <Uoooooooh!!!> <Congratulatioooooons!!> <88888888888888> <They don't realize the stream's still on lol> <Go explode, you two!> <Be happy!!>

There were about 500,000 comments like this.

I tried synthesizing only the positive comments onto the screen, but the number of comments was so vast that the screen was completely filled.

Besides the congratulatory comments, there were also posts like these.

<This Rena, that’s Elena, right?> <The only daughter of the Shinonome Zaibatsu.> <Being in love with someone like that is crazy.> <The zaibatsu president is probably watching this stream, isn't he?> <Poor father lol> <But he’d never allow them to date.> <Why? Hayate is strong.> <No matter how strong he is...> <The daughter of a zaibatsu is on a whole other level.> <So it’s probably a no go...>

Many people believed that Nobutaka-sama would oppose their relationship. In fact, I too had predicted a high probability of that outcome.

However, a certain comment gave me hope.

<If they try to tear Hayate and Elena apart, I’m selling all my shares in Shinonome Hotels. Not that I have much, only about 4,000 shares.> 

This comment received a great deal of support.

<Nice. I’ll do the same.> <I'll hold my 10,000 shares of Shinonome Construction hostage.> <I have 50,000 shares in Shinonome Bank.> <I'm a major shareholder. I also support this.> <I only have 100 shares, but I'll cooperate!> <Let's all protest!!> <Let's get them together lol> <Just date already!> <We won’t let anyone oppose it!!> <That's right, that's right!>

Do you understand?

The world acknowledged that Hayate-sama was worthy of Rena-sama, the daughter of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu.

With this much excitement, my task was simple.

I identified the personal information of those who declared in the stream's comments that they would sell their Shinonome Group-related stocks, instantly investigated whether they actually owned the stocks and if there was a real risk of them selling, compiled the data, and reported to Nobutaka-sama the total potential loss to the group should he not approve of Hayate-sama and Rena-sama's relationship.

I reported the damage amount with an extra digit, but I'm sure that's within an acceptable range. I am an AI born from a character in Rena-sama's name. In other words, I am like Rena-sama's younger sister. For my older sister's happiness, I will do this much.

Ah. I will erase my last comment from the record. If it gets out, I'm the one who will be erased.

And so, Rena-sama was able to receive approval to date Hayate-sama.

Congratulations!!

However, it seems Nobutaka-sama could not bring himself to approve so easily, and he gave Hayate-sama a new task.

"Show me, and the world, your own worth."

The world has already acknowledged Hayate-sama's worth. Therefore, this task is as good as cleared. All that remains is for Hayate-sama to spread his wings to the world and for his influence to be recorded. I am perfectly capable of providing that support.

Please leave it to me.

For the bright future of Rena-sama and Hayate-sama, I, Aina, will do my utmost to assist.

This record is both a gift to Rena-sama and my own declaration.

I, Aina, the next-generation AI who holds a portion of the Shinonome Group's integrated decision-making authority, will absolutely make you both happy.



    Chapter 27

    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    "Sadaharuuuu!!"

The Goddess returned to the white space, shedding large teardrops.

"Welcome back, Goddess-sama. You were beaten to a pulp, weren't you."

Catching the weeping Goddess as she threw herself at him, Sadaharu gently stroked her head.

"Uuuu. It hurt so much."

"It hurt? Did you take damage, Goddess-sama? I thought you were just controlling Undine..."

"I can't make the dungeon monsters move the way I want unless I properly synchronize my consciousness with them to some extent. The higher the synchronization rate, the better they can move. But if I overdo it, the damage my main body takes when they're attacked also increases."

"I see. So that's why you said before that you wouldn't fully synchronize."

"Right. If a fully synchronized monster is defeated by a dungeon explorer, my own existence would be erased."

"Oh... That would be a problem."

A dark expression flickered across Sadaharu's face for just a moment, but the Goddess, clinging to him, didn't notice.

"But the major techniques you implemented for me were amazing, Sadaharu. I have the power to materialize things that someone imagines, but I could never come up with magic attacks like those on my own. I lost, but it was fun. Maybe I'll raise the synchronization rate a little more the next time I possess a boss character. If it's a stronger boss, I probably won't take any damage either."

"You won't be controlling Undine anymore?"

"Hmm. I think I'm done with her. She couldn't even protect the trophy."

"Understood. I set up the parameters while you were fighting, Goddess-sama, so from now on she will fight autonomously when explorers arrive, just like the other monsters."

"You're always so capable, Sadaharu!"

"By the way, about that trophy. That was a living human, wasn't it?"

"That's right."

"How did you get them to become a trophy? Did you offer to grant a wish in exchange for them becoming a human sacrifice or something?"

"Nope. I just brought them."

"...You mean, you forcibly abducted them?"

"Well, if you put it that way, I guess so. But I'm a god in this world. Gods are allowed to kidnap humans. I learned that from something called Greek mythology!"

"So you used Zeus kidnapping Europa as a reference."

"You know your stuff. As expected of my Sadaharu."

"Well, the kidnapping has already happened, so that can't be helped, but I cannot forgive the rewriting of personalities."

"Ehh, no good? I thought it would make everyone get serious about clearing dungeons. I'm sure there are lots of people who want to control popular figures as they please."

"And you, Goddess-sama, were beaten to a pulp by one of those young men who got serious."

"Ugh. That is... true..."

As she talked with Sadaharu, the Goddess had started to calm down. But now, she remembered the terror of being cornered by Hayate's four-sword style.

"What is with that boy!? Aren't his movements insane? Is he really human? It's a cheat, a cheat!"

"The one using cheats was you, Goddess-sama, implementing three major techniques. The cheat detection system I built didn't react, which means Hayate-kun defeated you by perfectly utilizing the currently implemented items, skills, and systems like the Market."

"Th, then maybe you're taking his side because he's an acquaintance, Sadaharu!? Like raising the drop rate of rare items for him."

"I do not lie about the game's systems. Nor do I give anyone special treatment. The only thing I will never forgive are cheat users."

"Does that include me?"

"Let's make an exception for you, Goddess-sama. You're not on the player side, after all."

"You always end up spoiling me, one way or another. That's why I like you."

"Yes, yes. By the way, I cannot forgive the personality rewriting system, so I've modified it. Please compile."

Sadaharu designed the system in a language the Goddess could understand, and the Goddess then converted (compiled) it to fit the mechanics of this world. This was how they had been imitating FWO's structures and monsters and making them appear in the real world.

"So it's just the personality modification that's no good, the trophy system itself is fine?"

"It depends on the physical and mental state of the people you brought. What's their condition?"

"I've stopped their physical time. Their minds are free, so they can be in a sleep-like state or be awake and think about various things. But it seems humans can have a mental breakdown if they spend too much time like that, so I set it so their perceived time is shortened."

"Your actions are those of an evil god, but that response, at least, is commendable."

Sadaharu gave the Goddess's head a small pat.

"Ehehe. You can praise me more, you know?"

"Please eliminate the personality modification. I'll praise you then."

"Okay! ...Alright, compiled!! It's done, so praise me, praise me!"

"Hold on a moment. Just to confirm, are there dungeons with human trophies all over the world, not just in Japan?"

"Yep. I set a trophy for about every one in 50 million people. There's one more in Japan."

"So, can Japanese people go and clear dungeons overseas?"

"I've made that impossible for now. It's to prevent powerful, developed nations from clearing dungeons in developing countries and monopolizing their resources."

"Why are you acting like a normal god in that one specific area..."

"Hm? Did you say something?"

"No, it's nothing. But even if they were to monopolize resources, they'd need to mobilize a large number of people, right? So I want you to allow foreigners to enter a single dungeon with a party of up to eight people. I'll write the code."

"Okay. When that's done, you'll praise me. And then you'll help me think about the settings for the next boss I possess. I don't want to lose next time!"

"As you wish."

──＊＊＊──

Several hours later, an announcement in the Goddess's voice was broadcast all over the world.

[To those who have defeated a boss of a Grade 2 dungeon or higher, you are granted the right to challenge dungeons outside your country.]

This change in settings became a beacon of hope for countries where dungeon conquests were not progressing as they had hoped.

It had been discovered that explorers could not enter dungeons in foreign countries, so nations all over the world had been unable to request 'his' aid.

But now, that restriction was lifted.

Powerful figures from various countries whose loved ones had been taken as trophies all dispatched envoys to Japan at once. The world's strongest military power, whose president's daughter had become a trophy, sent special forces from its fleet stationed in the Pacific to Japan to forcibly recruit 'him'.

In other words, at that moment, the scramble for 'him' had begun.

Meanwhile, 'he', oblivious to all of this, was taking a walk down a street at night with the girl who had just become his girlfriend.



    Chapter 28

    

    My relationship with Rena was approved, and we were officially allowed to date, but...

A big problem had arisen.

The scene where Rena and I confessed our feelings for each other had been streamed to the entire world.

When I returned to where Rena was, she was watching the scene of her kissing my cheek, her face bright red. Feeling a little guilty, I said I was going home for the day and left Rena's house.

But for some reason, Rena came with me.

This area is apparently where many people related to the Shinonome Zaibatsu live, and the neighborhood is very beautiful with many large mansions. We walked a little away from that high-class residential area. Now we are walking through a deserted park.

"..."

"..."

There has been no conversation.

We've been walking in silence for about 30 minutes to get here.

Rena is an incredible heiress, so it's probably not good for me to have her out this late. I just realized that now.

"...Should we head back soon?"

I stopped and looked at Rena beside me. She looked a little surprised.

"S, sorry. Just walking is boring, isn't it? I thought I had so much I wanted to talk to you about, Hayate... but I got so nervous, I couldn't get the words out."

Oh, so that's what it was.

"I'm the one who should be sorry for not talking. I thought you were angry, Rena. I was planning to walk with you until you felt better."

"Me, angry? Why?"

"I didn't know that the moment I received the trophy was being streamed. But I did know that the dungeon conquest was being streamed to the whole world. I thought you might be angry because I didn't tell you that..."

"So you thought it was your fault that I kissed you in front of over 100 million viewers without knowing anything."

The number of concurrent viewers when I cleared the Spring Dungeon and rescued Rena was over 100 million. Including archive views and such, the scene of Rena kissing me has been played over 20 billion times.

"It was a little embarrassing, but I don't really mind. I can just think of it as a declaration to the world."

"A declaration?"

"That's right. That Hayate is mine!"

Rena wrapped her arms around mine.

"Hayate, thank you for coming to save me. I'm truly happy that I get to date the person I've admired for so long. Is it... a bother for you, Hayate? Father said something to you, didn't he?"

Rena asked, sounding anxious. There's no way I could say it's a bother.

"He told me to become a man worthy of you, Rena."

"Wh, why would he say that? You're already so amazing, Hayate, you're more than I deserve."

I'm glad Rena thinks so.

"Thanks. But I want to be properly acknowledged by the world. I plan to follow through on what I told you in the dungeon. I want to earn a lot of money, become famous, and become someone no one can object to dating you."

I've only cleared up to a Grade 3 dungeon at the fastest speed. In Farland World Online, dungeons went up to Grade 12. At that level, the strength of the monsters is on a different dimension compared to Grade 3.

According to the information gathered by the Shinonome Group, only dungeons up to Grade 5 have appeared in the world so far, but it's highly likely the Goddess will add more in the future. And people will adapt to them.

I was lucky to be the first to clear a Grade 1 dungeon in the Kanto area, which got me some attention. If not for that, the president of the Shinonome Zaibatsu would never have approached someone like me. I think it was some kind of mistake, but the fact that the AI supporting the Shinonome Zaibatsu's decision-making recommended me was also a big factor.

For now, the attention I'm getting is just a result of a series of coincidences.

Once humanity adapts to the dungeons, someone like me won't be that rare. I'm sure I'll stop getting attention. With 20 billion views on my stream, I could probably make a living off it for now, but eventually, that won't be sustainable.

That's why I need to keep clearing dungeons, bringing back the ores and items I find there to make a profit.

After clearing up to Grade 3, I've got a pretty good handle on it. As long as the Goddess doesn't interfere, I can clear dungeons up to Grade 12 without any major problems.

My ability to conquer dungeons. That's my value.

"I will absolutely become him. A man worthy of dating Rena, the daughter of the Shinonome Zaibatsu."

"...That sounds kind of like a proposal."

Shinonome-san said he would approve of our marriage if I showed my worth to the world, but I should probably keep that to myself for now. We just started dating, and I don't know if Rena is thinking that far ahead.

"Just like you made your declaration to the world with a kiss, Rena, I'll become someone who can proudly say that you are my girlfriend."

"Don't push yourself too hard. The four-sword style you thought was going to be abolished can still be used. You can be more free and do what you want to do, Hayate."

"Then that's perfect. Becoming a man worthy of Rena and wanting to dominate with the four-sword style don't contradict each other. I can do what I want and proudly call myself Rena's boyfriend."

"Ahaha. I've been thinking this since I started watching your streams, but you really love the four-sword style, don't you, Hayate?"

"Speaking of which, what account name did you use to watch my streams, Rena? You said you left comments too, right? Did I ever call out your name?"

"It's Lena."

"What? You're Lena-san, the one who suddenly sent me 50,000 yen in Super Tips when I managed to one-shot that boss? The Lena-san who sent me Super Tips on every occasion after that and always showed up for my streams?"

I was so happy to have such a dedicated fan. I thought she was a woman from the way she commented, but I never imagined it was Rena.

"That's right. It feels so good to be recognized by your idol. I think I have a creepy, smirking face right now, so please don't look at me."

She said, burying her face in my side.

After a little while, Rena lifted her face and looked at me.

"I love how you can get so absorbed in one thing. I want to watch you from up close. So I want to come with you on your dungeon conquests. I might be a burden when you're going for a serious clear, though."

"Yeah, that's fine. Sometimes when I party up with people, I start feeling sick and can't fight. But that didn't happen when I cleared a dungeon with you, Rena. If you're okay with it just being the two of us, let's go together. I'll definitely protect you."

After I said that, I regretted it, thinking it might have been rude to Elena, who was a strong player in her own right.

"Ah, sorry. You don't need someone like me to protect you, Rena."

"No. I want you to protect me, Hayate. Just knowing that you'll definitely protect me makes me feel like I can become even stronger."

"Is that okay? I mean... I don't want you to get hurt now that you're my girlfriend, so there's a good chance I'll become pretty overprotective."

Back when I was playing FWO, a new female player I happened to meet consulted me because she couldn't defeat a low-level dungeon boss.

At the time, I could still party up with people normally, so I went into the dungeon with her. And in my effort to make sure she didn't take any damage, I ended up defeating all the monsters myself. I completely stole the fun of a game about defeating monsters from her.

In the end, she quit FWO.

It was the result of my helpfulness going too far. I still regret that to this day.

"You know... do you have any idea how much of that 'helpful play' I've had to endure? When I first started FWO, they would only let me deliver the final blow to monsters on the verge of death. It was just a game."

"O, oh, really?"

As expected of the daughter of the Shinonome Zaibatsu.

"I want to be useful to you, Hayate. That's why I chose the bow, a weapon that can deliver powerful long-range attacks. I've trained a lot, you know."

"It's true, you were a huge help when we teamed up before."

"Yeah. I've worked hard to fight alongside you, Hayate. But if I get surrounded by monsters and get into trouble, I want you to come and save me right away. A normal person might get angry and say that's an unreasonable request, but you can do it, can't you, Hayate?"

I'm happy she's relying on me. For her to say she wants me to protect her.

"Of course! I will absolutely protect you. People think I'm strong because I can move freely as a solo player, but I'm pretty good at guarding techniques too. I did a fair bit of training a long time ago, you see."

"Training. You sound like a ninja."

"You figured it out. Actually, I took a ninja training course through correspondence."

"I, in this day and age, ninja training is done by correspondence?"

Rena is trying to hold back her laughter. She doesn't seem to believe me.

"I'm not lying, you know? I even got a scroll of mastership sent to me."

I know that part was probably a fake.

"A s, scroll of, pfft, mastership, kuku, a, a scroll?"

Finally unable to hold it in, Rena burst out laughing.

So she still doesn't believe me. I really did train, though...



    Chapter 29

    

    "S, sorry. It was just so unexpected for you to make a joke like that, Hayate."

Rena, who had been laughing out loud, looked at me apologetically.

"I'm telling you, the training part is true."

"But it was a correspondence course, right?"

"Yeah, well... it was."

I mean, if the candidate training locations are Mie Prefecture, Shiga Prefecture, or online, online is the only choice. There are no travel or lodging costs, and the tuition is 30 percent off.

"So, what did you learn to do in that training, Hayate? And why did you even want to train as a ninja in the first place?"

"Ninjas, they have this image of using a lot of weapons. I thought if I trained with ninjas, I might learn some way to use the four-sword style."

"And there's the four-sword style again."

"Of course. As for what I learned in training, I'd say it was things like body movement and sensing presences. For example, right now, there are 14 people hiding around us."

"What?"

"They've been there since we left your house, Rena. They don't seem hostile, so they must be your SPs, right? As expected of the great Shinonome family. These are some highly skilled SPs with excellent concealment techniques."

"W, wait. Hold on. Hayate, are you... for real?"

"Hm? What do you mean?"

For real? What's she talking about?

As I was wondering, Rena clapped her hands.

A person in a black outfit appeared silently beside her. From the silhouette, I think it's a woman.

"This is Mochizuki-san, my guard. Hey, how many guards are on duty today in total?"

"We are guarding you with 14 personnel, Rena-sama."

"See? I was right."

I'm glad my ability to sense presences hasn't dulled.

"Eh, but. No way... Because you said it was a correspondence course."

What. She still doubted me.

"I was also listening to your conversation, but frankly, I find it hard to believe. It is true that, under the direction of the head families of both Iga and Koga, there has been a recent effort to spread ninja teachings online to find promising young people. However, that is merely a ninja experience for fun. It should be impossible to learn true shinobi techniques through correspondence education alone."

She says that, but I managed to do it.

"From your perspective, Mochizuki-san, do you think Hayate has really trained as a ninja?"

"I have seen his videos. If you ask whether his movements are those of a shinobi, I would say they are indeed similar. In particular, his tendency to rotate when defending is characteristic of modern-style ninjutsu."

The course I took was, in fact, modern-style ninjutsu.

Ninjas these days have to protect their charges from firearms. And things like bullets and explosions can often be deflected with rotation. That was the theory my master used to teach me rotational techniques.

"Moreover, he showed no surprise at all when I appeared. His claim of having sensed our presence must also be true. By the way, Hayate-sama, do you remember the name of the ninja who was in charge of your training?"

"It was Hattori Juuzo-sensei of the Iga."

"Could that be──"

"I, is that true!? He is the leader of the Iga ninja!"

"Eh, really? He works part-time at my place, doesn't he?"

Juuzo-sensei... He was complaining about it back when I was training with him, but has he really come all the way to Kanto to work a part-time job because he has no work?

"Part-time? Rena-sama, what could you possibly mean?"

"He's the old man who protects me sometimes, right?"

Mochizuki-san showed a hint of confusion at Rena's answer.

"I, I have heard no such thing. And it is impossible for Hattori Juuzo to come to Rena-sama's mansion. Rena-sama, where on earth did you meet him──"

"In the little lady's room, of course."

An old man with white hair appeared.

This feeling, it's nostalgic. It's definitely my master.

"Wha-!?"

Mochizuki-san's alert level shot up instantly. My master, on the other hand, remained as nonchalant as ever.

"Your security is full of holes. A ninja of my caliber can slip in easily."

"Master, it's been a while."

I had a vague sense that my master was fighting something far away and then approaching us after it was over.

There were 14 guards for Rena. My master was in a distant location, so I figured he wasn't one of them.

"Oh, Hayate. It's been a long time. I've been watching your recent exploits. I even subscribed to your channel."

"Really!? Thank you so much!"

I was a little worried he might be angry that I was using his teachings without permission, but that doesn't seem to be the case, which is a relief.

"Hayate, you really did know the old man."

"Do you finally believe me now?"

"We're not just acquaintances. This one was the most talented of all my disciples. If only he had continued his training, he could have been my successor... but he got absorbed in some game."

"I'm sorry. I originally started learning ninjutsu because I thought I might be able to use the four-sword style. But then I found I could achieve my ideal four-sword style in FWO."

"But now, a world where you can use the four-sword style has become reality. What do you say, will you seriously consider becoming the head of the Iga ninja? I don't mind if you use that tool called a 'manipulator'. With your skill, including that, no one would object. Succeed me. You are the only person alive in this era to whom I have given the scroll of mastership."

So that wasn't just something you get as a souvenir for completing the training course.

"By the way, with that scroll of mastership, you can even become a bodyguard for the Prime Minister. I hate the current Prime Minister, so I'd never guard the likes of him."

Are you serious? I once spilled miso soup on it when I left it on the table while eating. I was debating whether to throw it away, but I have it stored in the shed back home for now.

It's pretty stained, but I wonder if it's still okay?

"U, um... Hayate-sama, did you really complete Hattori's training course just through correspondence?"

"Hmm. Actually, I was surprised by that myself. A ninja who was supposed to be teaching happened to be absent, so I reluctantly filled in and ended up with Hayate. He completed the ninja experience course with ease, so on a whim, I taught him a few real training exercises. And he completed every single one. I got carried away and kept making the training more and more advanced."

"There was that time you told me, 'Humans only use 10 percent of their brain, so you must raise that to 50 percent!' and I thought you were being ridiculous."

"But you kept up with the training."

"Because I wanted to use the four-sword style."

I couldn't in the end, though.

I saw it in an old movie once. If you could use 100 percent of your brain, you could lift objects with psychokinesis. I might have been able to use that to float swords in the air and use the four-sword style.

But the limit of my brain function was unlocking up to 78 percent. I can still do it now, but it's tiring, so I rarely use it.

"Well, no matter. I'm making a decent living as the little lady's guard now. I'll remain the leader for another 20 years. If you feel like leading the 30,000 Iga ninja active at home and abroad in that time, just let me know."

"Okay."

I'll just let that go in one ear and out the other for now.

"By the way, Master, what were you fighting just now? There were quite a few of them, weren't there?"

"Special forces from some country or other. Probably China, India, Russia, and America. Their target was you, Hayate."

"I see. Well, thank you for that."

"All of them were planning to kidnap the little lady and use her as a hostage to control you. So this was my job."

"Grandpa, you saved me again. Thank you."

"Fuhuhu. You're very welcome."

Could it be, Master... did you come all this way to report your achievements just so Rena would thank you? You haven't changed a bit. But she's my girlfriend now, so please stop sneaking into her room. 

If you do it again, I'll be seriously angry.



    Chapter 30

    

    "By the way, Master. You said that group you were fighting just now was after me. Did you find out their objective?"

After finishing the battle, he came straight here, so normally I wouldn't think he'd have time to extract information from the enemy. But my master is different. He can use mind-reading, so he can steal the enemy's information even while fighting.

The momentary smirk he gave me when I asked told me he definitely had it.

"The enemy's objective, you ask? Of course I know. But there are conditions for telling you."

There it is. This man has always had a habit of hitting me with impossible demands for every little thing…

It’s a pain to deal with his requests all the time, so I think I'll just go ahead and do it myself.

"Come on, it's fine. Just tell me. I've cleared three dungeons yesterday and today. I'm tired."

Alright, mind-reading on.

"You do not get tired from something of that level."

If I can just make him conscious of it for a moment, I'll succeed.

Given the timing, I figured it was probably related to dungeons, so I said the word out loud. It seems I hit the mark, as images of countless people being taken away by the Goddess flooded into my mind.

This is the Iga-ryu Mind-Reading Technique.

They call it mind-reading, but it’s not actually about hearing someone's inner voice. It's a technique for peeking into the images inside another person's brain. It's close to synesthesia, I suppose.

And with that, I stole the images my master had stolen from the foreign special forces soldiers.

From the situation, they probably came to get me to rescue those people.

"I just started dating Rena, so I'd rather not fly all over the world right now."

"Hayate, what are you talking about?"

"Hm? ...Hah! Y-You, don't tell me you used mind-reading on me!!?"

"No, no, no, wait a minute. That's impossible! There's no way mind-reading would work on the leader of the Iga ninja!!"

Mochizuki-san, Rena's bodyguard, said as much, but from my perspective, my master's thoughts are relatively easy to understand. Is it because our mental ages are close? I think it's probably crazier that my master, who has lived for about 200 years, has the same mental age as me.

But because he's like that, he's easy to get along with, and we're still on good terms today.

"Now, now. I understand what I have to do for now, so I'll decide the rest after consulting with Shinonome-san and Rena."

If there are people in trouble, I have to go help them. It'll lead to boosting my fame, and I might even be able to earn some money.

The Shinonome Group's investigation had revealed a trend among those who had been turned into trophies around the world. It wasn't that people loved by many, like idols, were being kidnapped. Rena was quite popular too, but her streaming site had only about 600,000 subscribers. There were plenty of streamers more popular than her.

And yet, Rena was chosen as the trophy for Japan's Kanto area.

In other words, it seems the selection criteria for trophies isn't just the person's popularity, but also the power possessed by those who want to protect that person at all costs.

A clear example of that is the daughter of the President of the United States. She's an actress who's also active in Hollywood movies, popular and with a parent in power. It makes sense that the Goddess would target her.

Still, it's a pain to think about me having to rescue everyone who was turned into a trophy.

Apparently, people are being taken into dungeons in various countries at a rate of about one per fifty million people. The world's population is close to nine billion right now, so that means I have to rescue roughly 180 people.

One hundred and eighty people, huh…

Seriously, all of them is impossible.

"You seem troubled. I have good news for a troubled Hayate such as yourself."

Damn. This time, my master read my mind.

Just as I find it easy to read his thoughts, it seems he also understands mine quite well.

"Let us put the matter of you becoming the head of the Iga ninja on hold for now. First, accept my recommendation and become a Jonin. If you do, you will be able to command several hundred Chunin and Genin. With your guidance, it will be easy for them to clear Grade 3 dungeons."

"I see. That sounds much faster than me running around the world to save 180 people."

"If you accept my proposal, I will grant you the title of Special Jonin. There will be no bodyguard quotas. If possible, however, it would be a help if you could divert a portion of the money you receive from Shinonome to the village."

Ninja really are struggling for funds, huh.

Well, putting that aside, if I can mobilize several hundred Chunin-class ninja, I feel like I can manage. For now, I wonder what kind of weapons I should have them use?

…Ah, that's it!

At that moment, I had an idea.

I realized that this was a chance to popularize that thing I love so much among several hundred people.

Honestly, I don't really like dictating what weapons other people should use. But if we're going to rescue the people who've been turned into trophies in the shortest amount of time, the quickest way is to have them completely trace my movements. I think the Iga Chunin can do it. I can mass-produce several hundred fairly high-level dungeon explorers.

I'll go rescue the people who are likely getting the most attention, like the US President's daughter, to raise my own profile, and leave all the rest to them.

"Hayate, you look like you're having fun."

"Do I?"

"You were grinning. You're planning to have the Chunin-san use the four-sword style, aren't you?"

"Eh?"

Rena-san, can you use mind-reading too, by any chance?

"When you're trying to do something related to the four-sword style, the corners of your mouth lift just a little. I guess you really didn't notice it yourself."

…Seriously?

Is it possible that I, someone who has mastered modern-style ninjutsu, would have my expression read by someone without meaning to?

Well, if Rena says so, it must be true.

I'll be more careful from now on.

"Master. I'm going to discuss this with Rena and her father, but personally, I'd like to accept your proposal."

"Is that so. Understood. Then I shall go and speak to the Chunin scattered across the globe. For the training method, that online thing we did before will be fine, yes?"

"Yes. I'll do it the same way you did for me, Master."

That method is pretty tough, but a Chunin can probably endure it.

The Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Ultra-Short Training Course is holding its first session!



    Chapter 31

    Live Chat Comments

    "Hello. It's time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."

Hayate started a stream on the booth he had been running personally.

<Oh. It started.>
<This isn't a dungeon.>
<It's been a while since he streamed here.>

Many viewers immediately started posting comments.

"Uhm. It seems another booth was created for me automatically, and it blew up, so a lot of people have subscribed to this one too. Thank you very much. I'm extremely happy, but with so many people, I can't read out everyone's names like I used to. I'm seriously sorry. It's physically impossible."

The number of subscribers to 'Hayate's Booth', automatically generated by the system Sadaharu built and the Goddess implemented in this world, currently stood at eighty million. The subscriber count was growing at a pace that would soon break one hundred million.

In tandem with this, the subscriber count for this 'Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office' booth had also increased to about five million.

Concurrent viewers exceeded one hundred thousand. The number of comments being posted was also immense. While Hayate, having mastered ninja techniques, could visually scan and confirm the names, reading out every single one was impossible.

However, even in such a situation, there was a way to get Hayate's attention.

Piroon!

A cheerful sound rang out from the stream screen.

"Ah. Thanks for the Super Tip! And it's Red Text!!"

It was possible to send money to streamers to show support or gratitude, a system known as Super Tips. The upper limit for a tip was 50,000 yen. If you sent a tip exceeding 10,000 yen, your username and comment would remain on the screen for a while, and your subsequent comments would be displayed in red. In other words, you became more noticeable to the streamer.

Furthermore, Hayate's settings were configured to read out any comments written in red text.

<It's been a while since your last stream. I'm looking forward to it!>

There was a viewer who didn't hesitate to spend 10,000 yen just to let Hayate know they were here, just to be recognized by him.

"Um, the person who sent this is—"

Hayate's movements froze as he glanced at the comment section.

"L-Lena-san. Uhm… Thank you as always."

Hayate's reaction was a little strange. For some reason, he didn't seem unconditionally happy.

The viewers immediately understood the situation.

<Too bad, but Hayate has a girlfriend.>
<Lena's an old-school female viewer, right?>
<She was always sending Super Tips.>
<Oh dear… My condolences.>
<She stands no chance against Shinonome Rena.>

Viewers thought that Lena, who had been a fan of Hayate for a long time, had lost to Rena.

But that wasn't why Hayate was making a troubled face.

Piroon!

The cheerful sound rang out again.

<But I am Shinonome Rena?>

Rena's tolerance for being provoked was not very high.

She couldn't help but retort in red text. At the same time, she magnificently revealed her own identity.

<Huh? Nice lie.>
<Shinonome Rena wouldn't come to a place like this.>
<Tell a better lie.>
<You're just salty Hayate got stolen from you, right?>
<Impersonating is not cool.>
<Just 'cause your names are similar is too much of a stretch lol.>

None of the viewers would accept that Lena was Shinonome Rena. And it was no wonder. The long-time fans knew that Lena had always been a passionate fan of Hayate. There was no way they could believe she was the same person as the daughter of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu.

They just couldn't accept that she had been following Hayate's stream since way back when he had only about 300,000 subscribers.

However, Hayate's next words would completely change the viewers' minds.

"Eh? Are you sure it's okay to say that?"

<…Huh?>
<Eh?>
<Eeeh!!?>
<Whoa whoa whoa whoa.>
<Seriously, is it for real!? >
<Lena is… Shinonome Rena?>

Piroon!

<I'm telling you, it's true.>

"Rena, that's enough. Everyone will understand. I'll explain it too. So stop chain-sending Super Tips."

Piroon!

<Okay. Make sure you explain about me properly.>

"…………Come on. Stop it."

Piroon!

<Ah, sorry. That one was a mistake.>

"I'm telling you!"

Piroon!

<But if I don't use red text, you won't see it, Hayate! The number of comments is insane!>

Not all of the money from red text went to the streamer. About thirty percent was collected by the video streaming site as a commission fee. When Rena sent Super Tips to Hayate, the one profiting was the management of the streaming site. However, this exchange proved effective.

<Don't use red text as a messaging function lol.>
<You're gonna get hit with so many fees www.>
<This is seriously how rich people play.>
<But this confirms it.>
<Yeah. She's the real deal.>
<Lena being Shinonome Rena is insane.>
<I wonder if Hayate knew.>
<It'd be insane if he didn't.>
<Why?>
<What do you mean?>

<The streamer she'd liked for so long rushed to her side in her time of need. Even a guy would fall for that.>

<Ah, ah!>
<That's insane.>
<Whoa, that's so intense.>
<Super intense!!!>
<Sorry, just imagining it got me wet.>
<Hayate is too handsome!>

"Uhm. I think everyone probably gets it by now, but this Lena-san who sent the red text is, without a doubt, the Shinonome Rena-san I rescued from the Spring Dungeon the other day."

<So it was true.>
<Sorry for doubting.>
<Glad you're safe.>
<Good work, Hayate!>

"And… it seems I got some covering fire from all of you. You said you'd sell off your Shinonome Group stocks if they didn't let me date Rena. Thanks to that move—"

<Oh?>
<No way.>
<So excited.>

"I'm now dating Shinonome Rena-san!!"

<Ooooh!!!!>
<Here it coooomes!!>
<This is our victory www.>
<888888888>
<Congraaaats>
<888888888888>
<He did it www.>
<The best couple.>
<May you explode for all eternity.>
<I curse you both!>
<You're supposed to congratulate them there lol.>

A flood of celebratory comments poured in.

<Since they properly approved of Hayate and Elena's relationship, I'm gonna buy more shares in the Shinonome Zaibatsu's subsidiary companies!>

<Good idea.>
<That'll be our wedding gift.>
<It's a happy occasion, after all.>
<I'll buy some too.>
<Maybe I should increase my shares too.>
<This is gonna make the stock price skyrocket lol.>
<For real? I should buy some too.>

Hayate had started the stream with a different purpose, but it unexpectedly turned into the venue for announcing his relationship with Rena.

And this event became the trigger for a flood of buy orders for Shinonome Group stock from all over the world. Its stock price would reach an unprecedented high.
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    Live Chat Comments

    "The conversation got sidetracked, but let's get to the main topic. Since the number of subscribers has increased, I thought I'd do some four-sword style promotion activities for the first time in a while."

In response to Hayate's words, a majority of negative opinions were posted by the long-time members.

<Hayate's promotion activity…>
<It's that thing where he tells us to copy his movements, right?>
<Come to think of it, he did that before.>
<But no one could keep up.>
<Copying Hayate…>
<In short, he's telling us to stop being human.>
<Absolutely impossible lol.>

"It's okay. We'll start with simple things this time! Let's gradually increase what we can do!!"

<I wonder if that's true?>
<Well, I'll try to copy him as much as I can.>
<If I can do it, I'll get stronger!>
<I wanna go rescue a trophy too.>
<You sound like you have a massive ulterior motive.>
<Hayate, who left Rena's personality intact, is a saint.>
<That's what a normal person would do.>
<But I'd probably hesitate.>
<I'd at least make her fall for me.>
<Officer, it's these guys.>

"Looks like you're all having fun, but I'm moving on. The latter half involves some pretty intense movements, so please do this in a wide, open space. Also, the recommended frame rate for viewing this stream is 144 or higher."

<Recommended fps for a stream where you copy movements?>
<This isn't a game www.>
<Makes no sense.>

Voices of doubt arose, but Hayate continued the stream regardless. To begin with, although this stream was being broadcast worldwide, it was not intended for the general public.

"First, a light jump on the spot. You can do that, right?"

<Don't underestimate me lol.>
<This much is easy.>
<I'm doing the same moves as Hayate!>
<You're amazing lol.>

"Okay, next. While jumping on the spot, you're going to rotate. Got it? The basis of the Hayate-style four-sword style is rotational techniques. Rotation is the most important thing. First, from a forward-facing position, try to jump and turn to face backward."

Hayate jumped lightly, twisting his body to face backward.

<Still doable.>
<Easy peasy.>
<Is dungeon clearing actually pretty easy?>

"Seems like a lot of you managed that. Next, wrap both arms around your body, and then jump while opening them. Like this. If you do that, you can jump from a forward-facing position and rotate until you're facing forward again."

<Huh?>
<This is kinda hard.>
<I did it.>
<You can do it if you have a trampoline.>
<Isn't the timing to open your arms tricky?>

"The difficulty is going to ramp up from here. A moment ago, you just opened your arms. Next, you're going to use the recoil from your arms to add another half rotation."

Hayate, who was facing forward, jumped and did a 1.5 rotation to face backward. At this point, it was starting to look like a significant number of rotations.

<Regular person me, logging off here.>
<No way, no way, no way lol.>
<When you think about it, figure skating is amazing.>
<A quad is on another level.>
<That's on ice.>

"From here on, you can increase the number of rotations using the same principle. Sideways rotation alone is boring, so let's add some vertical rotation too. Oh, by the way, if you get a running start and try hard, you can rotate about this much without the help of manipulators."

After running about three light steps, Hayate jumped, completed five rotations, and landed on the ground.

<Huh?>
<Huh?>
<Huuuh!!?>
<What was that?>
<How many times did he spin on the ground lol.>
<Four… no, more than that?>
<Just watched it in slow motion, he did 5 rotations.>
<For real??>
<5 rotations on the ground with just the recoil from his arms lol.>
<That's not human leg strength.>
<At least do it with manipulators on.>

The number of jeers increased, but Hayate continued his stream without paying them any mind.

"Next, we'll do vertical rotation. First, a forward somersault on the spot. For this, get momentum with your arms to jump, and when you rotate, tuck your legs in."

<I don't know where you're streaming from, but the floor is concrete, right? Aren't you scared?>

While some could manage the horizontal rotations, many viewers were too scared to imitate the vertical ones.

Incidentally, Hayate was conducting this stream from an event space managed by a Shinonome Group company. Only he was visible in the stream, but behind the camera, about thirty Iga ninja were lined up at intervals, mimicking his movements.

All those present here were Chunin summoned by the Iga ninja leader, Hattori Juuzo. Naturally, they had perfectly traced all of Hayate's movements up to this point.

"With a running start, you can do about a triple forward somersault."

<I'll just watch from here on.>
<There's nothing to learn lol.>
<There are some amazing people in this world.>
<All we can do is be spectators.>

"Next, backward rotation. If you have equipment on your feet, this is an effective move for deflecting enemy attacks while creating distance. The trick to the rotation is to get recoil from a leg movement like you're kicking a soccer ball. It's relatively easy for people with flexible bodies."

Hayate did a backflip on the spot.

"We'll combine this with the first horizontal rotation. For the backward rotation, use the recoil from swinging your leg. For the horizontal rotation, use the recoil from swinging your arms. Like this."

Hayate executed a clean backflip with a full twist.

<88888888>
<Amazing. That's plenty amazing already.>
<Was this guy a gymnast?>
<Conversely, could a gymnast do the four-sword style?>
<He's barehanded now, but he'll be holding weapons.>
<And wearing manipulators.>
<No way you can jump like that in that state.>

"My movements basically use recoil to rotate, so if you're holding things like weapons, you can increase the number of rotations even more. Let's try it with five-kilogram weights in each hand."

Two five-kilogram lift weights were thrown from off-screen. Hayate caught them and attached them to his hands.

"Muscular strength isn't that important. What's important is understanding where your center of gravity is and what your axis of rotation is. And the goal isn't just to spin, but to use this rotational force to slam the heaviest possible attack into an enemy monster."

After a short run-up, Hayate did a double forward somersault with a twist, landing on the ground. As he landed, he slammed his fist powerfully into the concrete.

Go! A heavy sound echoed.

<Eh, doesn't that hurt?>
<Of course it hurts.>
<And with that momentum…>
<Won't he break his fingers?>
<Don't punch concrete with your bare hands.>

Ignoring the viewers' concerns, Hayate continued the stream.
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    Iga Chunin Hojo Sakura (1/2)

    My performance in a recent protection detail was recognized, and I was promoted to Chunin.

Ah, first, let me introduce myself.

My name is Hojo Sakura.

I am an office lady working for a company in Tokyo. That is my public face.

When a directive comes from the village, I undertake missions in the shadows as a ninja of Iga. That is my hidden face.

After getting hooked on a ninja manga I read as a child, I set my sights on the path of the shinobi.

I never thought I would actually become one, but…

Real ninja exist in modern Japan. And we have been secretly protecting government officials and continuously eliminating foreign enemies who would do our country harm.

By the way, when I say eliminating foreign enemies, it might sound dangerous, but we generally don't assassinate targets. Japan is a nation of laws, after all. Our job is to neutralize the target and hand them over to the judicial authorities.

For that reason, we ninja are required to have the power to neutralize enemies armed with firearms.

The title of Genin is the lowest rank for a ninja, but even a Genin can deflect a bullet with a single kunai. You can't even become a Genin without that level of skill.

Currently, the number of Genin produced by the Iga village is approximately 25,000. There are 4,500 Chunin like myself. And the higher rank of Jonin has 500 members. Half of them are in Japan, guarding important figures and monitoring persons of interest staying in the country, while the other half are engaged in intelligence activities abroad.

Incidentally, this information can be learned by anyone who visits the Iga village.

In the ninja museum in the village, the exact same thing is written in the explanatory text about ninja.

However, visitors seem to think of it as nothing more than 'an interesting setting'.

The truth, it turns out, is less likely to be exposed when you don't try to hide it.

This time, I was summoned by order of Hattori-sama, the leader of the Iga ninja.

It was my first time receiving a directive bearing the leader's name, so as a newly promoted Chunin, I was nervous.

When I went to the designated location, I found many renowned Chunin who are active throughout Japan. Tsukumo-sama, a Chunin who I was indebted to in the Iga village, was also there. She is the head Chunin. She also has the role of organizing the Chunin.

Tsukumo-sama told us to line up and wait.

Thirty Chunin had been gathered.

Is this country finally going to war?

Thirty ninja, each capable of single-handedly neutralizing about ten fully armed mercenaries. If deployed in the right place, we could annihilate a small-scale army.

My heart pounded as I awaited instructions.

"Everyone. Thank you for answering my summons this time."

We were gathered in a certain event space. There was a stage in front, and on it, an old man with white hair was standing, having appeared there at some point.

Even as a Chunin, I couldn't tell how he had appeared.

It was the leader of the Iga ninja, Hattori Juuzo-sama. One of the strongest ninja in Japan.

He is the legendary ninja who stopped the Fourth World War by assassinating the president of a certain country who had become a dictator.

To think I could meet him in a place like this. A cry of emotion almost escaped my lips.

But I am a shinobi. And a Chunin at that.

I cannot even let a hint of joy show on my face.

"The mission I want you all to undertake is the rescue of targets from the dungeons that have appeared across the world. Our negotiators have already contacted the targets' associates, and the success rewards have been decided. Therefore, failure is absolutely not an option."

Of course, I know that dungeons have appeared all over the world. I also know that they imitate the setting of a game called FWO. In fact, I used to play FWO myself.

However, I have not yet challenged the dungeons that have appeared in the real world.

This is because the process of clearing a dungeon is automatically streamed. My public face is that of a mere office lady, so I cannot just go around dominating dungeons using my ninja skills.

I really wanted to. I should have been able to dominate them.

It was while I was thinking such things that this mission came up.

Does this mean I'm allowed to do it?

"However, as you know, the progress of a dungeon clear is broadcast to the entire world. We cannot show our ninja techniques to the world."

…So it's a no-go, apparently.

"If our techniques fall into the wrong hands, it will only destabilize the world situation further. The existence of true ninja cannot be revealed yet."

Then, how on earth are we supposed to do it? How do you expect us to clear the dungeons?

"That is where we will use his technique."

A young man walked up onto the stage.

I know who he is.

Shizukuishi Hayate-kun. He was a famous streamer back when FWO was a game, but now you could say he has become the most watched streamer in the world.

That scene where he rescued Shinonome Rena-san was truly moving.

I had felt that his movements were somewhat close to those of an Iga ninja, but appearing in this place means he must have received instruction, after all.

Until Hayate-kun walked to the stage, I hadn't noticed his presence. I think he is a much stronger ninja than I am, at the very least.

"Many of you here will know Hayate. Just the other day, Hayate rescued a young girl from a dungeon. The technique he used on that occasion was the Hayate-style four-sword style."

I know. I'm a fan of his, after all.

"Those of you with sharp intuition have probably already figured it out, but the Hayate-style four-sword style is an application of our Iga ninja techniques. And Hayate has succeeded in creating an environment where the general public does not think of it as a ninja technique."

Does that mean it's okay for us to use the Hayate-style four-sword style?

It means that if we use his technique, it's okay to dominate the dungeons, right?

"Even for me, it is difficult to use ninja techniques without being detected at all in a situation where I do not know who is watching from where and when. However, if it is a technique that is already recognized by the public as something that 'someone who has mastered the Hayate-style four-sword style could plausibly do,' then it is fine to use it. From now on, I want all of you to learn this technique from Hayate."

As a fan, I am delighted… but some of the Chunin are very prideful. They will obey the orders of a higher-ranking ninja, but will they obediently accept the guidance of Hayate-kun, whose background as a shinobi is unknown?

If it comes to it, I intend to stand by him as a fan.

"Incidentally, Hayate is the only man in the modern era to whom I have given a certificate of complete mastery. All of you here could not defeat him even if you ganged up on him. Do not get any strange ideas."

Wow, really, Hayate-kun? No, Hayate-sama.

"Hayate, who has become a Special Jonin, will now bestow his techniques upon you all. Devote yourselves to mastering them."

"""As you command!"""

The thirty assembled Chunin knelt, showing their respect to Special Jonin Hayate.
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    "Nice to meet you. I'm Shizukuishi Hayate." I can tell from his voice. He seems like a nice young man. I know from his streams that he has a good personality.

I feel like he has a cuter face in person than on his streams.

He's the focus of worldwide attention, and on top of that, he's skilled enough to receive a certificate of complete mastery from Hattori-sama. I'm starting to envy Shinonome Rena-san for getting to date him.

Well, she is the young lady of one of Japan's four great zaibatsu, so perhaps they are a good match.

"From now on, I will have you all master the Hayate-style four-sword style."

Come to think of it, this was a mission where failure was not an option. I should focus and listen to him.

"This is based on the premise of equipping weapons you obtain in dungeons, so you won't be using your usual arms. They won't be effective against monsters even if you bring them into a dungeon. By the way, there's a trick to making it seem like you're doing it with the power of the manipulators, but it's quite difficult to convey that feeling with words, so I'll be controlling all of your bodies."

Controlling our bodies?

Could that be… Puppet Jutsu? What, you can use that at such a young age!?

"The Puppet Jutsu requires me to periodically show you the signs to re-cast it, so please don't intentionally look away from my hands. Well, I'll guide you to look even if you try to look away."

As he said that, Hayate-sama raised his right hand.

Before I knew it, I was mimicking his movements. And it wasn't just me. all the Chunin present were doing the same thing.

Wh-When did he make the signs!? When were we put under the jutsu?

This is a Special Jonin… He's on a different level, indeed.

"Also, this will be shared not just with everyone here, but with Chunin all over the world via video stream, and we will have them cooperate. There's a camera for that purpose, but please don't come to this side. I think it's probably impossible since you're being puppeteered, but this is just a warning."

And so, Hayate-sama's four-sword style lecture began.

The initial movements were so simple that not just a Genin, but even an athletic civilian could do them.

However, between each movement, Hayate-sama was forming hand seals at high speed. It was at a speed you wouldn't notice unless you were specifically watching for him to form seals.

I finally understood why he had said before the stream began that a frame rate of 144fps or higher was necessary to view the equipment.

The time he takes to form a seal is less than 1/100th of a second.

Only trained ninja like us can perceive it. And even if you played the screen in slow motion, the seals would not take effect.

The explanation about the frame rate was apparently to show the seals to the Chunin taking his lecture in other countries and maintain the Puppet Jutsu.

U-Uhm… Are you really human?

Among the Jonin, there are those who can walk on air or operate underwater without limits. In addition to the basic specs required of a Chunin, you cannot become a Jonin without such special techniques.

In Hayate-sama's case, perhaps the ability to form seals at super high speed corresponds to that.

--***--

N-No, I was wrong…

What Hayate-sama could do was not just forming seals at super high speed.

To begin with, he was using Puppet Jutsu. This is a jutsu of such high difficulty to master that just being able to use it is enough to become a Jonin.

Furthermore, he also managed to forcibly improve the physical abilities of the subjects he was controlling with the Puppet Jutsu. To be precise, he was forcibly increasing their brain usage rate.

While a civilian uses only about 10% of their brain, an Iga Genin can use up to about 20%. As brain usage increases, muscle usage rate also grows accordingly. Reflex speed improves dramatically. That's why they can run at speeds impossible for ordinary people or deflect bullets.

As a Chunin, I can activate my brain up to about 30%. It's very tiring, so I don't do it constantly.

Incidentally, if you can use 30% of your brain, you no longer need a computer. Conversation with nearby allies becomes unnecessary, and you can communicate just by making eye contact.

Memory and calculation abilities also skyrocket.

Physics calculations are completed in an instant, so you will absolutely never miss when throwing a kunai.

However, that was the limit of my abilities.

I had thought I was capable of something quite amazing.

However, by having my brain usage forcibly raised to 50% by Hayate-sama's jutsu, all my previous common sense was overturned.

Omnipotence.

That would be the correct word for it.

What was particularly enhanced was the ability to accurately grasp the state of my own body.

Our bodies are being moved by Hayate-sama's Puppet Jutsu, but we became able to perfectly memorize every single one of those movements.

This is… It's not just Puppet Jutsu, is it?

He is likely casting a combination of several jutsu on us, such as forced brain awakening and sensory sharing.

Otherwise, there is no way I would be able to perform these movements.

We thirty Chunin, having leaped to a height of about five meters from the ground, perfectly traced and unleashed the technique Hayate-sama used to slice through the Tidal Wave to avoid Undine's attack in the Spring Dungeon, the Soaring Sky Spiral Slash.

This technique feels amazing. I want to unleash it on an enemy soon!!

Incidentally, we had entered a dungeon beforehand to acquire manipulators. We were currently mimicking Hayate-sama's movements while equipped with them.

I had thought that he was using his own physical abilities for the high jumps, claiming it was the power of the manipulators. For us ninja, such heavy, useless junk is nothing but a hindrance.

However, Hayate-sama was deliberately using the power of the manipulators to perform all his techniques. This means there's a possibility that even ordinary people could imitate him.

Drawing out 100% of the manipulators' power is extremely difficult.

But not impossible.

It seems that Hayate-sama, despite being a ninja, barely used that power in his dungeon clears. If he were to get serious, he should have been able to instantly kill the Undine that the Goddess was controlling.

He told the Goddess he would 'go all out,' but he likely meant going all out as a human.

I felt Hayate-sama's strong and pure will to spread the four-sword style.

At the same time, this puts great pressure on us. We can no longer easily rely on our ninja arts.

This mission might be of an unprecedentedly high difficulty.

But I will carry it out perfectly.

Because I have completed the Hayate-style four-sword style, ultra-short training course!!
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    That day, the entire world was stunned.

Groups of two to four people clad in black began to clear dungeons at an incredible speed. The first time this attracted attention was in China. Then, similar groups in black outfits began clearing dungeons in other countries as well.

What's more, all of them were equipped with manipulators and used the four-sword style.

<Whoa, these guys are strong, aren't they!? >
<Who are they?>
<Can't see their faces.>
<They look like ninja.>
<Foreign forums are also buzzing about NINJA.>
<But these movements are—>

Many viewers found the movements of these dungeon-sprinting NINJAs familiar.

<They're kinda like Hayate.>
<I thought so too.>
<But they lack Hayate's sharpness.>
<A degraded version of Hayate?>
<Maybe mass-produced Hayates.>
<But why did they suddenly appear?>
<If they're this strong, they should've been a topic of conversation.>

—And at this point, several people realized something.

<Maybe these guys are people who managed to master the Hayate-style four-sword style?>

<Eh?>
<By watching that stream?>
<No, that's impossible.>
<No way.>
<Only Hayate can do those moves.>
<Hayate is Hayate because he's Hayate.>
<I have no idea what you're saying lol.>
<This is practically philosophy lol.>
<But look. Spinning defensively as a default, that's Hayate's move, right? And look! That thing he just did, jumping high with the manipulator, then a strong attack while falling and rotating. That's a move Hayate uses often, right? They're completely tracing Hayate's movements.>

<…You're right.>
<Whoa, could it be?>
<The kind of people who tried it and it just worked?>
<Isn't there too many of them for that?>

The black-clad, four-sword-wielding groups had begun their dungeon clears almost simultaneously across the globe, ignoring time differences. The number of confirmed groups was at least ninety, with over 200 people.

They swiftly cleared half of the dungeons where celebrities were being held as trophies.

<Maybe these are real ninja?>

There were some who were getting close to the truth. However—

<Then they should use ninjutsu.>
<True.>
<These guys use the four-sword style.>
<So they're ninja, but can't use ninjutsu?>
<I'd like to see them breathe fire and go 'Fire Style!' >
<But in a dungeon, that's just a party trick.>
<You can't bring in your own weapons in the first place.>
<They must have high physical abilities, so they can use Hayate's style.>
<And when they tried it, it was actually strong.>

<I see, I get it now. Real ninja with high physical abilities exist, but they can't use supernatural jutsu-like things. But when guys like that saw Hayate's stream, they were able to imitate it. So they're dispatching ninja all over the world to rescue celebrities and get the reward money. What do you think of my deduction?>

This post was made by the Iga ninja intelligence unit, aiming to guide the viewers' thinking. And their plan succeeded magnificently.

<Yeah, that pretty much fits.>
<It's not impossible.>
<It explains the situation too.>
<Their movements are completely Hayate-style four-sword style.>
<So NINJA really existed.>
<There's a ninja village in Iga (Mie).>
<And in Koga, Shiga Prefecture, too.>
<If I go there, can I learn the four-sword style?>
<You'd have to do ninja training first.>

<So you need the four-sword style to clear dungeons, and to master the four-sword style, you need to become a ninja…>

<That's it, let's become ninja!>
<And then we'll be able to use the four-sword style.>
<And then we'll get rich clearing dungeons!>

When posts like this appeared, the percentage of people who actually took action was not that high. However, interest in the four-sword style, and in ninja, was growing all over the world.

As a result, the villages of Iga and Koga were flooded with an unprecedented number of applicants for a ninja experience. An unparalleled ninja boom was about to erupt, but at this point, no one had predicted it would go that far.

<Hey, looks like Hayate is streaming.>
<For real? Gotta go to that booth.>
<Where's he clearing?>
<Uhm, let's see.>

<Looks like a dungeon that appeared in the Kansai area.>

Hayate, having cleared the Spring Dungeon that appeared in the Kanto area, had entrusted the clearing of dungeons around the world to his Chunin disciples. He himself was in Osaka to rescue the one remaining person who had been made a trophy in Japan.
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    Rena and I came together to the Black Dungeon that appeared in Osaka Prefecture.

I've cleared the Grade 3 Spring Dungeon, so I don't need to be here, but since I'm in a party with Rena, who has never entered a dungeon before, it seems we have to clear them starting from the Black Dungeon.

In Rena's case, if we didn't hurry, there was a possibility that someone else would clear it and her personality would be rewritten. But a little while ago, there was an announcement in the Goddess's voice, and the setting that allowed the first person to clear the dungeon to rewrite the trophy's personality was removed.

Apparently, the trophy no longer becomes the property of the one who clears the dungeon either.

So, I wasn't in that much of a hurry.

If the person made into a trophy in the Kansai area had been a girl, I might have been more motivated, but the trophy here is a man.

It wouldn't be fair if only women became trophies, after all.

In Fantasy World Online, there were many female pro gamers. There were several female players I couldn't beat in PVP.

That's why it seems the female players here are trying quite hard to make progress.

The person who has been made a trophy is Saionji Hisato.

He's the scion of the Saionji Group, a major western zaibatsu that rivals the eastern Shinonome Zaibatsu. He's a super high-spec guy, handsome and managing several companies. Moreover, the Saionji Zaibatsu invests in FWO's operating company. I don't have proof that it's related, but Hisato was a top player in FWO.

He was often flamed on the message boards for being unfairly favored, but after a few days, those threads would be deleted. Is this how the rich do things!? He was a guy who was often criticized for that.

To be honest, I'm not a big fan of him either.

Since the female dungeon explorers seem to be giving it their all, I was thinking of just leaving it to them, but…

A request for rescue came to Rena's father, Shinonome-san, from the head of the Saionji Zaibatsu. And that request was passed on to me. Since my relationship with Rena had been revealed on stream, it was naturally known that I had a connection to the Shinonome Zaibatsu.

"...Haaah."

A heavy sigh escaped me.

"You don't seem happy about it, Hayate."

"Yeah. I know I shouldn't say this when someone's life is on the line. But I'm not good with him."

"Hmm, me neither, actually. But this is a chance to put the Saionji Zaibatsu in our debt. It's a bit much to ask, but please help my father out."

"Alright. Well, I hear that when you're a trophy, your perception of time is shortened, and your body is like it's frozen in time. So it should be fine even if we're a little late."

That kind of information was starting to spread around the world.

My disciples, the Chunin, have already cleared several dungeons and rescued the people who were turned into trophies. Besides the Chunin, pro FWO players who are good at sports have also succeeded in rescuing trophies in various countries.

Apparently, Undine has been considerably weakened. I hear she only uses her major techniques once, just like in FWO.

Even so, the probability of the Chunin succeeding in clearing a dungeon on the first try is only about sixty percent.

The reason for their failures was the four-sword-wielding mid-boss that the message boards and stream comment sections had dubbed 'Fake Hayate'.

Even the Chunin who had mastered the Hayate-style four-sword style sometimes couldn't win against that monster, which traced my movements from about a year ago. If four Chunin surrounded it, they could manage a win, but a three-person party had a losing record. And if they challenged it with two people, they would almost certainly lose.

The 'Fake Hayate is too strong' problem was a hot topic on the message boards.

The four-sword style is supposed to be the strongest…

Losing is unavoidable. But I think I'll have the Chunin-san who challenged the dungeon in a pair, full of confidence saying 'We can handle it as a pair!', and came back defeated, take the Hayate-style four-sword style training course (Hell Mode).

Even if they're pro gamers, if eight non-ninja civilians form a party, they can beat Fake Hayate.

If you lose because you can't accurately gauge the enemy's strength, then a punishment is necessary, right?

"Hayate, you're making a wicked face."

"Am I? Don't mind me. Shall we head in soon?"

"Y-Yeah."

We are in front of the Black Dungeon. Rena had an anxious look on her face.

"I'm a little... nervous."

Unlike in the game, she will be facing monsters in the flesh. Moreover, the SP-san who always protected her in the game aren't here.

Now, it's my job to protect Rena.

"It's okay. No matter what happens, I'll definitely protect you. And, uhm... Isn't this our first date since we started going out?"

I wonder if something like this is okay, but we're Hayate and Elena. This should be more our style.

"Let's have fun clearing the dungeon. I'll do my best to make sure you have a good time, Rena."

"Ehehe, you're right. Thanks, Hayate. I'm counting on you."

Rena holds out her hand.

I take her hand, and we step into the Black Dungeon.
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    Rena and I proceeded through the dungeon smoothly.

Rena used to do things like dance, so she can move quite well in real life too. On top of that, she acquired the strongest equipment she could wear at her current level from the Market.

Of course, I enhanced it to its maximum value as well.

Shinonome-san gave me another 100 million yen, telling me to make sure she didn't get a single scratch. I gratefully used those funds.

"I'm pretty strong, right?"

"Yeah. You've perfectly memorized the monsters' movements, and your coordination with me is flawless. Having you in my party is making things easy for me."

I'm constantly on alert so I can protect her at any time.

However, Rena was never in any danger. In FWO, she was one of Japan's top players who had cleared even the most difficult dungeons. There were no monsters up to about Grade 3 that would give her any trouble.

And just like that, we have now arrived at the Spring Dungeon. In fact, we've already come to the mid-boss room where Fake Hayate is. Clearing it is now within reach.

Even with breaks, we were able to get this far in a single day, just like normal.

Back when FWO was a game, many beginners could progress at this speed up to the Grade 3 dungeon, so it's not unusual. I think a lot of people are just scared of not regaining consciousness if they make a mistake, so they can't be as reckless as they were in the game.

It's been discovered that you can make a revival potion using items found in Grade 3 dungeons. If you use it, you can treat people who have lost consciousness. However, that healing potion isn't widely available yet, so it's being traded for about 30 million yen in real money.

Eventually, the price will fall, and the danger in dungeons will lessen.

When that happens, more people will probably start being reckless.

Incidentally, I have also secured three revival potions. One for Rena, one for myself, and a spare. The fact that I possess them has been revealed through the forced stream, and I'm constantly being contacted by people who want me to give them a potion for a loved one who hasn't regained consciousness.

I'm sorry, but I can't give them away yet.

Rena's portion is absolutely necessary, and if I stay alive, the chances of higher-level dungeons being unlocked will likely increase. If higher-level dungeons are unlocked, the quality of items will also improve, making revival potions easier to create.

So please wait a little longer.

You should have entered the dungeon knowing the risks. Children under fifteen are not allowed in dungeons, so to some extent, please take responsibility for yourselves.

I'm not an adult either. It's troubling to be relied upon that much.

I set the revival potion to be used on its holder in case of emergency. With this, even if I'm defeated by Fake Hayate, I can be revived instantly. I will absolutely not leave Rena alone.

"Alright. I'm ready!"

"Me too."

After checking our equipment and items, we stepped into the mid-boss room.

Inside was the same humanoid figure with a face like an iron golem that I saw before. I'd seen it in videos from other dungeon explorers, but it seems this guy has become the fixed mid-boss here.

"Rena, let's go with the plan."

"Y-Yeah. I'll do my best."

"Okay, I'm going in!!"

Trusting in her archery skills, I charged at Fake Hayate.

My four swords clashed with Fake Hayate's four swords.

"Now!!"

"Yes!!"

I quickly ducked, and in the next instant, the arrow Rena fired had pierced Fake Hayate's core.

The conclusion was reached in just ten seconds after confronting Fake Hayate.

"Wow. As expected."

"Hayate, are you okay? You're not hurt anywhere? My arrow didn't graze you or anything, did it!?"

"I'm fine. Your timing and aim were perfect."

I said as I patted Rena's head.

"H-Hayate. I'm happy when you pat my head, but... this is being shown to the whole world. R-Right now, it's, um, embarrassing."

"Ah, sorry."

"When we get out of the dungeon, I'd like you to continue."

"Yeah. Got it."

This exchange is being seen too, so the comment section is probably going wild right about now. But Rena's reaction is cute, so I won't tell her about that just yet.

Because I want to be the only one who gets to see her blushing beet red later while we watch the stream's archive.
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    "When we get out of the dungeon, I'd like you to continue."

"Yeah. Got it."

<So sweeeeeeeeeet!!>
<This situation is too perfect.>
<Wonderful. Truly wonderful.>
<Someone tell them this is being streamed too lol.>
<Hayate knows, for sure.>
<He's planning to have Elena's blushing face all to himself later.>
<That's not fair, Hayate!>

Just as Hayate predicted, the stream's comment section was buzzing with excitement.

<Oh. Looks like they're heading to the final boss now.>
<It'll be a piece of cake for these two.>
<Seriously, a 10-second kill on Fake Hayate is insane.>
<Even the mass-produced Hayates were struggling with it.>
<This pair is too strong lol.>
<The best couple, and the strongest explorers.>
<Just get married already.>
<If that happens, gotta buy stocks as a wedding gift.>
<Shinonome Group's stock price is gonna rise again.>
<I'm gonna buy more now while I can.>

Every time Hayate and Rena showed off their compatibility on the dungeon clearing stream, the stock price of the Shinonome Group climbed higher and higher.

What was once known as one of Japan's four great zaibatsu was now becoming the sole powerhouse of the Shinonome Zaibatsu.

<Speaking of which, the trophy here is Saionji Hisato, right? I think he asked Elena for a collab on an FWO clearing stream and got rejected.>

There was a viewer who remembered such a thing.

<Eh, seriously?>
<I saw that too.>
<He invited her to his party, too.>
<But Elena turned him down.>
<Hisato was pretty persistent.>
<Could he have a thing for Rena?>
<That's a possibility.>
<Isn't that, like, bad?>
<Elena shouldn't be the one to save him.>
<Yeah.>
<Alright, Hayate. Go home right now.>
<Protect Rena.>
<You don't need to save Hisato.>
<Some female explorer will save him eventually.>
<You guys should go home right now.>
<Go ho-ome! Go ho-ome!>
<Reach them! Our feelings!!>

But Hayate, in the middle of clearing the dungeon, could not see the viewers' posts.

<Oh no. The boss fight has started.>
<I don't want them to win, but I don't want them to lose either.>
<I don't want to see Hayate unable to protect Elena.>
<You have to win! But winning might be bad.>
<What a complicated feeling…>

Many viewers were worried that winning might lead to a bad outcome. Despite their anxiety, the ultimate pair of Hayate and Rena relentlessly chipped away at Undine's health.

When the Goddess had been in control, Undine's defense and other stats had been boosted several times over. In addition, she had used three major techniques.

Now that this Goddess-exclusive cheat setting was gone, the normal-state Undine could not last even three minutes against Hayate and his partner.

The sound of Undine's core shattering echoed.

At the same time, many voices of despair were posted in the stream's comment section.

<Ugh, they did it.>
<Seriously? >
<Well, can't be helped, I guess.>
<Please Hisato. Don't wake up.>
<Let's just leave him there.>
<There's still time. Run away now.>
<Poor Hisato lol.>
<If he hadn't hit on Rena, we'd save him.>
<And if he does?>
<Punish him.>
<Punish him.>
<K*ll him.>
<Punish him.>

As the number of dangerous posts increased, Saionji Hisato appeared in mid-air.

[Congratulations on clearing the Spring Dungeon. As a commemorative trophy for your clear, please accept Saionji Hisato.]

Hisato slowly descended. Hayate and Rena just watched him.

<Not catching him is hilarious.>
<So different from how it was with Elena lol.>
<Lmaoooooo.>
<No, this is good lol.>
<This is the correct answer, I'm dying.>

"Hah! I-I can move!!"

Hisato stood up and began to check his body.

"Um, are you okay?"

"Hm? Ah, it's you guys. You're the ones who rescued me—wait, Rena? Why are you here? Don't tell me, you're the one who saved me?"

Ignoring Hayate who had spoken to him out of concern, Hisato addressed Rena.

"No. It was mostly thanks to Hayate."

"No, no, what are you saying? You were worried about me, so you came all this way to save me, didn't you? Thank you!"

"I told you, it wasn't me."

Hayate's figure was not reflected in Hisato's eyes.

<This guy is annoying.>
<Don't touch Elena!>
<Get your hands off her!!>
<Hayate, say something!>

"It seems you and I are destined to be drawn together. There was a reason I was made into a trophy! Come, be with me. Let us unite Saionji and Shinonome, and take Japan into our hands!!"

<Huh?>
<What is with this guy?>
<I'm about to lose it.>
<So that's what he was thinking.>
<He plans to use Rena.>
<That's all he's thinking about.>
<We're not giving Elena to a guy like this!>
<Don't you dare hand her over, Hayate.>

"Um, we should be leaving here soon. We came here on a request from your parents. The rescue is complete, so let's go back."

"Hm? What are you, still here? I'm talking with Rena. Outsiders should get out of here quickly."

"No, I can't do that."

"You. You don't seem to know who I am. I am the next head of the Saionji Zaibatsu, Saionji Hisato. Do not talk back to me."

<Conversely, do you not know who Hayate is?>
<You've done PVP a few times, right?>
<Hayate kicked your ass every time.>
<But somehow the judgment called it Hisato's win.>
<Huh? What's that about?>
<Hayate lost?>
<No way.>
<There was a rumor he was hijacking the system.>
<Saionji was an investor in FWO's management company.>
<This is shady as hell!>
<He's a cheater, a cheater!!>

There was no way for Hisato to know that he himself was the subject of online outrage.

"You're interrupting my conversation with Rena. Disappear at once."

<You disappear!!>
<You disappeeaaar!>
<Get out of Hayate and Elena's sight.>
<Don't get in their way.>
<Just sold my Saionji-affiliated stocks for pennies.>
<I'll do the same.>
<Hisato, unforgivable.>
<You've made an enemy of us.>
<Hehehe. We'll make you regret this.>

It wasn't just the viewers watching the stream who would become Hayate's allies.

"Take that back. Hayate didn't want to do this, but he saved you."

"Wh-Why... Why are you taking this guy's side, Rena!?"

"Why? Because... he's my... b-boyfriend!"

<Whaaaaaaaat!? >
<She declared it loud and clear.>
<Go Eleeeenaaaa!>
<We are on you two's side.>
<We'll be watching over you no matter what!>
<May you live happily ever afteeeer!>

"N-No way! I won't accept that!"

Hisato became extremely agitated.

<We're not asking for your permission!>
<The whole world accepts it!!>
<Yeah, that's right!>
<The head of the Shinonome Zaibatsu has given his official approval too.>
<You have no say in this.>
<Go ho-ome! Go ho-ome!>

It was clearly an away game. The problem was that he didn't get it.

"I see. You, Hayate or whatever your name is. Fight me."

<Huh?>
<Is he a suicide volunteer?>
<Go ahead. You'll regret it lol.>
<Well, maybe that'll give him some closure.>
<Hayate-san. Do it.>
<I want you to do it, but lol.>
<That kanji's not okay lol.>

"You want to PVP, is that it?"

"That's what I said. Are you stupid?"

"Well, I don't mind, but. You don't have a weapon, do you?"

"Give me yours. You should be able to figure that much out."

Faced with Hisato's high-handed attitude, Hayate, though irritated, handed over his twin swords.

"Ah. And you are not to use a weapon."

"Y-Yes?"

"Of course. I am the next head of the Saionji Zaibatsu. I am the one who will lead this Japan. It is not acceptable for someone to point a blade at me."

This unreasonable argument set the comment section ablaze.

<So annoyiiiiing.>
<I am the one who will lead this Japan. *smug face*>
<Stop it stop it stop it.>
<Hayate, beat the **** out of him right now!>
<You can kill him now.>
<We, the citizens of Japan, permit it.>
<No, wait, the police are watching this too.>
<R-Right. Killing is bad.>
<Then half-kill him!>
<Half-kill him a hundred times!!>

"...Understood. Then I won't use a weapon. Also, I will tell you where and how I'm going to attack. Is that acceptable?"

"Hoh. You seem to understand."

"In return, if I win, please never approach Rena again."

Hayate removed the manipulators from his back. Seeing this, a smile spread across Hisato's face.

"Very well. Conversely, if you lose, I get everything, your equipment and items. And of course, Rena too!"

"Rena is not a prize."

"Shut up! I told you not to talk back to me!!"

<Max enhanced twin swords vs bare hands?>
<Uh, isn't this bad?>
<I can't really see a path to victory here.>
<Is he... gonna be okay?>
<It'll work out, somehow, right?>

Such comments were posted, but none of the viewers were actually worried about Hayate.

<A fight between bare hands and twin swords...>
<Won't Hayate overdo it?>
<He could've held back more easily if he had a weapon.>
<Since he's bare-handed, I have a feeling he's gonna get serious.>
<Killing is NG, okay? >
<Just half-kill him.>
<Well, Hayate will handle it well enough.>

"Alright, here I come. I'm going to send your 'face' 'flying with a right straight'."

<He really announced it lol.>
<Send it flying with a right straight lol.>
<That's brutal.>
<Get him, Hayate!!>

Hayate charged at Hisato at a deliberately slow speed.

"Hmph. With such speed, against me—"

Hisato swung his sword.

Hayate dodged it with minimal movement and slammed his right fist into him.

"Fuberagofu!!?"

Hayate's powerful right straight smashed into his face, and Hisato's body went flying to the dungeon wall, rolling over and over on the ground.

<888888888>
<8888888888888>
<That was perfect!!>
<So satisfyiiiing!!>
<Really was a right straight lol.>
<The other guy had a blade lol.>
<He really sent him flying lol.>
<Wonder if he's dead?>
<He's probably fine.>
<He's got a revival potion if things get bad.>
<Ah, right!>

Hayate couldn't stand the way Hisato treated Rena like an object.

That's why he decided to punch Hisato with the maximum power of a civilian, even if it meant having to use a revival potion in the worst-case scenario.

As a result, Hisato somehow survived. After confirming this, Hayate spoke to Rena.

"Well, we've collected the trophy, shall we go home?"

"Yeah! When we get back, don't forget your promise, okay?"

"Yep. Of course I remember."

Hayate grabbed Hisato's leg with his right hand and held Rena's hand with his other.

And so the clearers of the Spring Dungeon, dragging their trophy on the ground, exited the boss room.
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    We came out of the Spring Dungeon and handed Hisato over to his people who were waiting there. Nothing was said about me beating him to a pulp.

It should have been streamed, so I was prepared to be reprimanded, but…

In any case, the request is now complete.

"So where are we going next? Who are you planning to save next, Hayate?"

"For now, America. The trophy is the president's daughter, and she's an actress who's also big in Hollywood. If I can rescue her, I think I'll be a lot closer to being 'a man worthy of Rena', don't you?"

"I think you're more than enough already… But if you've been asked for help, you're going to go, right? In that case, can I come with you? I'll make sure not to be a burden, just like this time."

Dungeon clearing with Rena is very easy. We can take down Fake Hayate in ten seconds. And our conversations while clearing are fun. If I can, I'd like to clear the American dungeon with her too.

But there's a concern.

The President of the United States was trying to capture Rena and hold her hostage to make me clear the dungeon.

My master prevented that, but it's a fact that they sent special forces into this country. I wonder if this will become an international incident?

For now, the Japanese government doesn't seem to be making a move. We haven't been contacted or anything so far.

The country won't protect us. We have to protect ourselves.

There's no need to take Rena to a dangerous place on purpose.

Leaving it to my master is a little worrying. But if there's a possibility of foreign special forces coming to kidnap Rena, being near my master is the safest place to be.

"I'll go to America alone. It might be dangerous."

I was planning to travel to the US by myself.

"...The actress who's the trophy, she's a beautiful person a year older than us, right? And she has an amazing figure."

"Are you thinking I might cheat on you?"

"N-No, it's not that… I'm just a little anxious. You're not going to form a party in America either, right? You'll be rescuing her all by yourself. If you do, that person might fall in love with you, just like I did. A beautiful actress with a great figure might come on to you. I... don't have that great of a figure."

Rena placed her hands over her chest, her face looking like she was about to cry.

Does she really think she would lose?

"Is it okay if I hug you?"

"Eh?"

I hugged Rena without waiting for an answer.

Even though she should have been running around a dungeon, she smells amazing.

This petite girl kept up with me without falling behind.

I also heard that she had been working hard all this time just to stand beside me.

Just thinking about that makes me feel an unbearable affection for her.

She says she doesn't have a good figure, but holding her like this, I can tell Rena is the type that looks slimmer in clothes. You're quite... big, you know? My preferred size.

I don't want to break up with her, no matter what. I don't want Rena to hate me.

So my course of action was already decided.

"I love you, Rena. I'll prove it. I'll show you with my actions. Let's go to America together."

"I-Is that okay?"

"I said it before, but no matter what happens, I'll protect you, Rena. So come with me."

"Okay. Thank you, Hayate."

"You're welcome. Besides, now that I think about it, I can't speak English, so I couldn't have done it alone. You can speak English, right, Rena?"

"Leave the interpreting to me. I can speak English, Russian, Chinese, and German."

Five languages including Japanese!? Aren't you a little too high-spec?

"I'll do my best to be useful to you too, Hayate."

"You'll be interpreting and providing combat support, so I'm already at a level where I can't do without you. You absolutely have to come."

"Yes. By the way, Hayate, have you ever been abroad? Do you have a passport?"

"I've never been abroad yet. But I was planning to enter an FWO tournament in America this year, so I actually got a passport."

I had won the domestic qualifiers. But since the four-sword style was going to be abolished, I had informed the tournament management that I was withdrawing.

"It seems like I'm making a lot of money from streaming, so maybe I'll go first class. When are you free to go, Rena? I need to book a flight to America soon."

"We can go anytime if we use our plane."

O-Our plane?

"Don't tell me your father has something like a private jet?"

"My father has one, but I have one for my personal use. We can use that one. Actually, I've already had it prepared. It'll be escorted by fighter jets from the Shinonome Zaibatsu's private army, so don't worry."

A private jet with a fighter jet escort…

Rena really is a lady whose existence surpasses my common sense.

It might be quite tough to make people think I'm worthy of being Rena's boyfriend. But I don't want to give up. I will never let go of this beautiful girl in my arms.

Incidentally, I couldn't figure out when to let go, so I just kept hugging Rena.

While clearing a dungeon, we're being forcibly streamed, so I can't flirt with Rena like this. The person I love is right next to me, but it's impossible to have a casual, private conversation.

I had been holding back for so long, so I couldn't bring myself to let go of Rena.

She wasn't trying to pull away from me either. I'm so happy right now.

So maybe I'll stay like this just a little longer.
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    Three days after the rescue of Saionji Hisato, the trophy of Western Japan.

Hayate's Booth, which had shown no activity until then, started streaming without any prior announcement on social media or elsewhere. Despite this, people from all over the world came to watch Hayate's stream. Even viewers who had been watching other explorers' booths immediately moved over when they learned that Hayate had started streaming.

The stream's comment section was buzzing with excitement.

<Hayate is back!>
<Welcome back!!>
<What have you been up to?>
<Give us an update on social media or something.>
<We've been waiting for you to stream.>

People who had been eagerly awaiting his stream posted voices of joy.

"Is it streaming? ...Well, I'm sure it's happening automatically."

"Hello, everyone."

Hayate was inside a dungeon with Rena.

Viewers could hear their conversation on the stream. However, Hayate and his partner could not see the comments posted by the viewers. At present, all means of communication between the inside and outside of the dungeon were still disabled, and there was no way to know what was happening inside the dungeon from the outside, other than through the forced stream.

Viewers posted their comments with this understanding.

<Hello!>
<Hey!!>
<Elena, you're cute today too.>
<You're cool too, Hayate-kun.>
<Good luck today!>

It didn't matter if they didn't get a response from Hayate's group. If the comment section got lively, it felt like a festival. Viewers posted comments for their own satisfaction, as they could gain a sense of empathy by confirming that others had similar impressions of Hayate's group's actions.

On the other hand, Hayate, who used to stream while watching the comment section during his FWO days, was feeling a sense of lack.

"I'm sure a lot of comments are being posted… But not being able to see them is still boring."

"That's true. But I'm here, so you're not lonely, are you? Let's talk a lot while we clear it."

"Yeah! I'm counting on you."

"Okay. Ehehe."

Hayate patted Rena's head with a familiar gesture, and she blushed, a happy expression on her face.

"So, for this time too, I'll be clearing this with Rena!"

"We'll be clearing it!"

<So Hayate is clearing with Elena as a pair again.>
<Flirting so casually www.>
<Nice, nice. Do it more.>
<I want Hayate-kun to pat my head too!>
<Rena-chan with her bright red cheeks is so cute.>

Since Hayate and his partner cleared dungeons with maximum efficiency, their stream was strongly supported by hardcore dungeon explorers. However, now, many people other than them had come to this booth. The interactions between Hayate and Rena had a sort of romance reality show feel to them, so the booth had become popular with housewives and female students as well.

<Which dungeon is it this time?>
<From the looks of it, water maybe?>
<Well, with these two, we can watch with peace of mind no matter where it is.>
<The 10-second takedown of Fake Hayate is a legend.>
<A lot of people started trying to copy that after it happened.>

The other day, Hayate and Rena had rescued Saionji Hisato, who had been captured as a trophy in a Western Japan dungeon. On that occasion, they defeated the four-sword-wielding swordsman-type monster that was the dungeon's mid-boss, an individual that viewers had come to call 'Fake Hayate', in a mere ten seconds.

Hayate had blocked Fake Hayate's four swords, and Rena had aimed her bow just over his slightly ducked head to destroy Fake Hayate's core. Many explorers challenged it, thinking that if they could imitate this, clearing Fake Hayate would be easy, but there were only a few successful cases.

<That move requires you to aim at the last second at your partner's head while they're stopping Fake Hayate's swords.>
<What kind of skill and guts do you need to do something like that?>
<And the person stopping Fake Hayate has to have complete trust in their partner too.>
<There were quite a few failures where the person blocking ran away midway through.>

As the analysis progressed, the difficulty of the coordinated attack they had pulled off on their first try became clearer. Successfully executing a coordinated attack that could defeat the mid-boss in ten seconds required strong trust in one's partner and overwhelming skill. In a situation where suffering a fatal wound could mean losing consciousness forever, not many people could be as reckless as in a game.

Conversely, because Hayate and Rena could do it, viewers around the world watched their stream with absolute trust.

This pair is fine, there was a sense of stability that made them think that.

"By the way, we're in Thailand right now."

"Sawatdii kha. This is the Spring Dungeon in Bangkok."

<…Huh?>
<Eh, why Thailand?>
<I thought they were going to America next.>
<The president's daughter hasn't been rescued yet, right?>

As the viewers predicted, Hayate had initially planned to head for the rescue of the American trophy. However, since Rena had said she wanted to accompany him, he decided to change his plans.

America had previously sent special forces to Japan to kidnap Rena in order to use her as a bargaining chip to make Hayate clear their country's dungeon. Although that itself was prevented by Hayate's master, the Iga ninja Hattori Juuzo, and no harm was done, they decided there was no need to go to a country that would target them, so the plan to go to the US was cancelled.

However, the influence of the great power America is significant. Furthermore, the person who has become a trophy is said to be the president's daughter, a famous actress who is also active in Hollywood. It was thought that if they succeeded in rescuing her, they could gain fame and popularity abroad all at once. Therefore, if the US president's daughter had not yet been rescued after the Thai trophy rescue, the next destination was scheduled to be America.

Of course, that was on the condition that the US side properly apologized for the previous incident of sending special forces, and that their freedom of movement within the country was guaranteed.

Predicting that the viewers would have questions, Hayate and his partner answered.

"This time, we'll clear this place and,"

"We'll rescue the popular singer of Thailand!"

The one who caused dungeons to appear in this world was an entity who called herself the Goddess. To increase the number of people challenging the dungeons, the Goddess kidnapped popular figures from around the world and turned them into commemorative dungeon clear items, or trophies.

To rescue a person who has been made a trophy, it is necessary to clear the Grade 3 'Spring Dungeon' located in various parts of the world. However, at present, clearing the Spring Dungeon was not easy.

In addition to needing considerably enhanced equipment just to climb to the final floor where the boss and mid-boss are, the mid-boss, Fake Hayate, whose specifications had been changed from the FWO days, was too strong. One of the few parties that could consistently defeat Fake Hayate was Hayate and Rena. Since the specification was changed to allow foreign nationals to enter dungeons as long as they were in a small group, requests for trophy rescues had been coming to Hayate's group from all over the world.

Hayate had been told by Rena's father that he would approve of their marriage if the whole world recognized him as a man worthy of Rena. For that reason, he was trying to increase his fame by rescuing trophies from various countries.

And the reason why Hayate and his partner came to Thailand before America this time was—

"Among the countries with people who have been made into trophies, Thailand is the most pro-Japan country."

"And a rescue request came directly from the king. So, we have to help them."

Thailand, a country with a large population that holds favorable feelings towards the Japanese, and is considered to have high influence in Asia. The person who had been made a trophy this time was a young girl related to the Thai royal family by marriage, and Hayate and Rena, who had come to this country, were warmly welcomed by the Thai royalty.

"We were treated with incredible courtesy."

"The Thai royal palace was amazing."

"Yeah. It was seriously amazing. We have to repay the kindness they've shown us."

"That's right. So, we'll do our best on this rescue mission!"

Hayate and Rena began their clear of the Spring Dungeon.
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    In the dungeons that have appeared in this world, when someone defeats a monster inside, subsequent explorers can proceed through the dungeon without fighting until the monster respawns after a short time.

However, Thailand originally had few FWO players, and now that its settings have been synchronized with the real world, there were no explorers who could reach the fourth floor or higher of the Spring Dungeon. This meant that Hayate and his partner had to clear a dungeon where the number of monsters had not been reduced at all.

In FWO, when challenging the highest-grade dungeon available or aiming to defeat the boss of the dungeon one grade below, it was recommended to form a large party of eight to sixteen people. Because the quality of obtainable equipment and stat limits were adjusted, clearing with a small number of people was difficult unless the player's skill was exceptionally high.

That same specification was in place for the dungeons synchronized with reality, but—

"Rena, can I leave the two in the back to you?"

"Roger! You take care of everything coming this way, okay?"

"Yeah. I'll handle it."

Hayate and Rena annihilated the horde of monsters with just the two of them. The comment section, filled with viewers watching the scene, was buzzing with excitement.

<Hayate's movements are amazing, as always.>
<He's not letting any monsters get near Elena.>
<He's playing the perfect guardian.>
<Elena is amazing too. Her aim is seriously precise.>
<She's prioritizing enemies that Hayate has a disadvantage against.>
<To match Hayate, whose attribute changes constantly as he switches weapons.>
<And she's completely ignoring the enemies that get close.>
<She trusts that Hayate will protect her.>
<Uh, but, Elena.>
<Ah, wait! Isn't that bad!? >

A merman right next to Rena was trying to stab her with a harpoon. Still, she did not look away from the distant enemy.

Just as the viewers were about to type <Watch out!>, the merman targeting Rena was sliced to pieces.

"That was close. Sorry."

"It's fine. I believe in you, Hayate."

After that brief exchange, the two resumed defeating the surrounding monsters.

<Whoa whoa whoa, hold on a sec!>
<Did Hayate just teleport?>
<There's no way he could have made it that distance.>
<Wh-What in the world, seriously.>

The comment section was in an uproar over Hayate's impossible movement.

<A slow-motion analysis of that last move was posted.>
<Is the theory that Hayate isn't human finally proven!? >
<No, apparently… it's not impossible.>
<Huh?>
<There's no way that's possible.>
<That was seriously impossible!>
<It seems like he intentionally got hit by an enemy attack to rapidly accelerate.>
<He took the attack with all four swords and used the recoil to fly.>

Hayate still had room to spare.

Without unleashing the ninja's physical abilities gained through training, he had protected Rena by drawing out 100% of the manipulator's performance alone.

From his perspective, he was doing it within the range of human capabilities, but…

<No way. This isn't a game.>
<The fact that he can do that already makes him not human.>
<The Hayate-is-not-human theory has pretty much been proven lol.>
<Jumping 10 meters in the flesh isn't human.>
<Hayate is his own species, called Hayate.>
<He's at least not a Homo sapien.>
<Oh, I see. Then I guess it can't be helped.>

It seemed the Hayate-is-not-human theory was impossible to overturn.
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    "Phew. That was exhausting."

"Good work, Rena. Let’s take a little break."

We had once again succeeded in annihilating a massive horde of monsters with zero damage taken.

The only enemies left were the mid-boss, now commonly known as the Fake Hayate, and the dungeon boss, Undine.

"What should we do for the next mid-boss fight? Same strategy as last time?"

I asked Rena, who was sitting on the ground organizing her items. So far, our clearing of the Spring Dungeon had been going smoothly.

Clearing dungeons with Rena really is fun.

"Would it be okay if I just watched the mid-boss fight?"

"Huh? I mean, sure, but… Are you hurt somewhere? Does anything ache?"

I was certain I had protected her perfectly. I, a ninja trained via correspondence course, couldn’t possibly have missed an attack aimed at Rena. I think.

Did I miss one? I started to get a little worried.

"I’m fine. I’m not hurt anywhere. I just thought I’d like to watch you fight, Hayate. We’re so close, but I never get to see you fighting all cool and stuff!"

Oh, so that’s what this is about. Understood.

"Got it. In that case, watch from a little ways back. By the way, which do you prefer? Should I end it in an instant, or do you want to watch a longer fight?"

"It’s amazing that you have options for how to beat a powerful enemy that even special forces from overseas and professional martial artists would lose to. Let’s see. I’d love it if you were completely overwhelming. But at a speed I can still follow with my eyes, please."

"As you wish, my princess."

I shall grant that wish for you.

I entered the mid-boss room. A humanoid figure armed with four swords stood there.

This would be my third time fighting this thing.

The first time, my manipulators were an older model, and I struggled a bit until I got used to pushing their performance to the limit. The second time, I teamed up with Rena and took it down in seconds. This time, I was equipped with the manipulators that had been a rare drop from the Fake Hayate I defeated on my first run. In terms of equipment performance, I was not at a disadvantage.

Now then, what kind of technique would look coolest to defeat it with?

My princess had commanded me to ‘be overwhelming.’ Overwhelming, huh… Like I’m toying with it? Like a teacher giving a lesson.

…Yeah, that sounds good.

It sounds powerful. Let’s go with that.

I readied my weapons and faced the Fake Hayate.

This thing seemed to be mimicking my movements from about a year ago. I, who have grown since then, will now teach you what you currently lack.

I stomped down hard and charged at the Fake Hayate.

Closing the distance, I unleashed a thrust with the sword held by my manipulator.

Faced with the linear stabbing attack, the Fake Hayate tried to deal with it by shifting its body to the side.

"Ah. You see, with that kind of defense, you can’t connect to your next attack, you know?"

By using rotation, a fundamental of modern ninjutsu, you can even turn an enemy’s attack into your own power.

"Here, like this."

I deliberately let the Fake Hayate parry my sword, then used the recoil to spin myself around and slam my attack into it.

My own rotational force, combined with the Fake Hayate’s power, allowed my attack to easily pierce through its defense.

Though sent flying, the Fake Hayate righted itself in mid-air and landed gracefully.

"Getting blown away means you’re wasting the power the enemy gave you."

That’s far too wasteful. Though, to be fair, a year ago I hadn’t fully mastered the manipulators yet, so that was probably my limit.

"Also, you’re trying too hard to keep your center of gravity at the center of your body. Sure, you can rotate more cleanly that way. But your attacks won’t have any power. Do you know what eccentric rotation is? It makes controlling the spin harder, but it increases your attack power."

I leaped up to the dungeon ceiling.

Kicking off the ceiling, I accelerated and slashed at the Fake Hayate while spinning.

For this rotation, I first brought my swords close to my body to increase the spin rate, then just before attacking, I extended them far from my body to boost the attack’s power. Furthermore, instead of spreading all four swords out evenly, I offset them, causing the rotation to become eccentric and maximizing my attack power.

"Like this. Hah!!"

Judging that it couldn’t evade in time, the Fake Hayate tried to block my vertical spinning slash by layering all four of its swords.

But I sliced right through that defense, and the Fake Hayate along with it.

The sound of its core shattering echoed through the room.

"Standing still won’t let you block my attacks."

How was that? Was I cool? Did I manage to project an overwhelming presence?

Feeling a little anxious, I turned around.

Right at that moment, Rena threw her arms around me.

"Hayate, that was amazing!! You were like a teacher, like a master! It was so incredibly cool!"

Rena was practically buzzing with excitement. It seemed my approach had not been a mistake.

"I’m glad you enjoyed it, Rena. Well then, shall we head to the boss fight?"

"Okay! I’ll fight the boss with you, too."

"Yeah, looking forward to it."

Discussing what kind of strategy we would use for the boss fight, we pressed onward.
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    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    A space where everything was pure white, with no walls or ceiling.

This was a space created by the Goddess who had made dungeons appear all over the world.

In such a place, a lone man was watching a monitor floating in the air. The screen he stared at so intently showed Hayate fighting the Fake Hayate.

‘You’re trying too hard to keep your center of gravity at the center of your body. Sure, you can rotate more cleanly that way. But your attacks won’t have any power.’

"I see. He used to rotate cleanly, but now he’s offsetting it to prioritize power."

Listening to Hayate’s explanation, the man typed something on a keyboard that had appeared at his fingertips.

‘Standing still won’t let you block my attacks.’

"I always had the image that rotation was for attacking. It certainly should be used for defense too. And when you defend, you use the enemy’s power to connect to your next attack. Right. Let’s correct the behavior pattern. Eccentric rotation makes the physics calculations more complex, but I can probably manage. Still, Hayate-kun, you’ve gotten way too strong in just over a year."

Though he grumbled, a smile played on his lips.

A new monitor appeared, separate from the one the man was watching, displaying something like a 3D model of the Fake Hayate. When the man input what looked like a program on the keyboard, the Fake Hayate on the screen began to move. Its movements seemed to perfectly replicate Hayate’s attack that had sliced through the Fake Hayate, guard and all, using eccentric rotation.

"Saaadaaaharuuu!"

A busty blonde beauty hugged the man from behind while he was engrossed in his work.

"Hey, Sadaharu. What are you doing?"

"Goddess-sama… You’re heavy."

"Snap! Calling a lady heavy is rude! Besides, I’m not that heavy at all!!"

The beauty said as she pulled away from the man. This blonde beauty was the Goddess who had made the dungeons appear in the world. And the man called Sadaharu was her collaborator, a former human.

He was the one who adjusted all the movements and strengths of the monsters that appeared in the dungeons, which the Goddess then reflected into the real world.

"See, see! I’m floating, so there’s no way I’m heavy!"

The Goddess’s body floated slightly off the ground, just enough so that her long hair, which reached her feet, didn’t touch the floor.

"Your weight might be light, but there was still an impact when you crashed into me."

"That’s different from being heavy!"

"Yes, yes, you’re right. By the way, Goddess-sama, did you need something? I’m a little busy right now."

Sadaharu turned back to the monitor and resumed his work.

"Technically, I am your superior, you know, Sadaharu. So I came to check on your work progress. And I don’t have anything else to do right now."

"…Basically, you were bored and came to hang out."

"Yup!"

Just when he wanted to concentrate, she would come to bother him, saying she was ‘bored.’ The fact that she could say it with a beaming smile was slightly irritating, but it had always been like this, so Sadaharu was used to it. He gave up and decided to handle her while continuing his work.

"I’m currently upgrading the mid-boss of the Spring Dungeon."

"Oh, really? But that thing is already pretty strong, isn’t it?"

"I set that mid-boss up as a lose-event. But it’s already been beaten, and now dozens of parties are clearing the Spring Dungeon. To be honest, I’m not satisfied."

"You’re a sore loser too, aren’t you, Sadaharu. But how are you going to make it stronger? Weren’t you tracing the movements of the kid you originally thought was the strongest?"

Back when FWO was just a game, under the pretext of improving the feel of the manipulator controls, Sadaharu had been allowed to scan Hayate’s movements. From that data, he had established the Fake Hayate’s combat style.

"Yes. His original strength was overwhelming. A little while ago, Hayate-kun fought the mid-boss again, but he and the archer girl defeated it instantly with their teamwork. So I didn’t know how to make it any stronger. But."

Sadaharu pointed at the monitor.

‘Getting blown away means you’re wasting the power the enemy gave you.’

On it, the scene of Hayate instructing the Fake Hayate was playing on a loop.

"Ah, that kid! The monster who beat me to a pulp!!"

"He just re-challenged a dungeon in Thailand a little while ago and taught the mid-boss how to fight."

"What? Wha, why would he do that?"

"I don’t really know why, but that doesn’t matter. What’s important is that I was able to learn the key points of how he moves."

Sadaharu’s eyes were shining.

"It was a simple thing. But I think actually doing it with a human body would be extremely difficult. Hayate-kun really is amazing."

"You know, Sadaharu, you look like you’re having more fun than I’ve ever seen."

"It’s like that feeling when you finally grasp something you’ve been struggling with, all thanks to a small hint. I want to update the mid-boss right away. Can you implement it?"

On the monitor Sadaharu showed the Goddess, a simulation was playing, showing the Fake Hayate using eccentric rotation to cleave a thick metal plate in two.



    Chapter 44

    Stream Comment Section

    While Hayate was fighting the Fake Hayate.



"You see, with that kind of defense, you can’t connect to your next attack, you know?"



<Huh, what? Is he gonna teach the enemy how to fight?>

<Hayate’s gonna train the Fake Hayate?>

<Hey, stop that. Absolutely stop that.>

<Don’t power up an already strong enemy!>

<Seriously please stop.>



The strongest streamer had begun teaching the mid-boss how to fight. The viewers watching the stream were worried that the Fake Hayate would become an impregnable foe.



But.



"Getting blown away means you’re wasting the power the enemy gave you."



<?????>

<Huh? What is this guy talking about?>

<Ah. This is one of those things.>

<You’re the only one who can do that.>

<Don’t make us nervous lol>

<I really thought the Fake Hayate was gonna get buffed!>



A flood of critical comments toward Hayate began to pour in, but it subsided just as quickly.



There were rumors that the Fake Hayate had a learning function and was gradually getting stronger. But even if it did have a learning function, no one could imagine the Fake Hayate would be able to immediately absorb Hayate’s incomprehensible fighting style.



"Do you know what eccentric rotation is? It makes controlling the spin harder, but it increases your attack power."



<It definitely seems like it would boost the power.>

<I get the principle. But you can’t do it.>

<Just rotating is hard enough.>

<If you make it eccentric you’ll definitely lose your balance.>

<Doing that in mid-air is way too impossible.>

<Then how is Hayate doing it?>

<Maybe cuz he's an Ack〇rman?> (ackerman, attack on titen reference)

<Hayate Ack〇rman www> (hayate ackerman lol, cuz they similar both attack fast)

<He does rotate when he attacks, for sure.>

<The secret of Hayate’s origins has been revealed.>



Just as those comments were being written, Hayate leaped to the dungeon ceiling.



<He jumped again.>

<That’s too high!>

<Here it comes, his special move!!>



"Standing still won’t let you block my attacks."



Hayate defeated the Fake Hayate.



<He cut it in half, sword and all www>

<Seriously too amazing.>

<He says you can’t block it standing still, but…>

<Could it have been blocked if it hadn't been standing still?>

<Why didn't the Fake Hayate just dodge?>

<Apparently, drop attacks inflict a debuff that reduces enemy evasion speed.>

<That makes it harder for the enemy to escape.>

<Really? Is that a mechanic in FWO?>

<Seems like that tendency still exists.>

<In reality, there haven't been enough tests to be sure.>

<No monster has ever dodged Hayate’s jump attack, so that theory is pretty likely.>

<Why does he even jump up in the first place? Is it just to make the attack easier to land?>

<Jumping increases his attack power.>

<Ohh, really.>

<Everything Hayate does has a reason.>



<Drop attack bonus and the motion bonus from the spinning attack. On top of that, he switched weapons before jumping up, so that bonus gets added too. He has to stack all those attack power modifiers to one-shot the mid-boss.>



<I see. Very educational!>



The Fake Hayate was a mid-boss specializing in speed and physical attacks, with its defense not being particularly high. However, it was without a doubt the strongest mid-boss in a Grade 3 dungeon. And Hayate had taught this strongest of enemies points on how to get stronger. The viewers had joked, saying <Don’t buff it>, but they never thought the mid-boss would actually get stronger from that nonsensical advice.



However, a certain post changed everything.



<Uh, hey. A Chinese dungeon clearing party led by an FWO pro gamer was fighting the Fake Hayate just now… and, uh, they got wiped out.>



<Oof. My condolences.>

<The Fake Hayate is strong, can’t be helped.>

<The clearing party got wiped out, meaning everyone died?>

<Revival potions are still super expensive.>

<The Chinese clearing party is state-sponsored, so they’re probably well-prepared.>

<But aren't those guys normally pretty strong?>

<Means the Fake Hayate is even stronger, I guess.>



<Actually, that party had been fighting the Fake Hayate repeatedly. Looks like they were trying to secure the latest model of manipulators that Hayate got as a rare drop on stream.>



<So they had beaten it a few times.>

<Fighting the Fake Hayate repeatedly is insane.>

<China has a deep pool of talent, as expected.>

<You think they got tired from fighting so much?>

<Maybe they made a mistake. Tough break.>

<Knowing when to back off is important.>



<It wasn't a mistake. I was watching Hayate's stream and the Chinese party's stream on two screens at the same time. A little after Hayate beat his Fake Hayate, the Chinese one suddenly got stronger.>



<Huh? W, what does that mean…>

<Wait, it really got stronger?>

<A real-time buff?>



<The Fake Hayate sliced the Chinese party’s tank in half, guard and all. It perfectly copied the move Hayate used. The comments over there were saying the Fake Hayate’s rotation had changed somehow.>



<…………>

<…………>

<…Isn’t this bad?>



The Japanese viewers considered the possibility that Hayate had screwed up.



<W, well, it’s probably fine.>

<Even if this thing becomes unbeatable, we can enter Grade 4 dungeons now, so we can just go there, upgrade our gear, and then challenge it again.>

<Yeah. That should be fine.>

<If we come back after getting stronger and beat the Fake Hayate, we can challenge the Grade 4 boss too.>



As viewers who had played FWO wrote, in the real world it was also possible to challenge a Grade 4 dungeon before defeating the Grade 3 boss.



<Even so, isn’t a buffed Fake Hayate seriously annoying?>

<A huge bottleneck. A real pain in the ass.>

<Is he trying to stop other countries from catching up?>

<Maybe Hayate and the others knew what they were doing?>

<It’s possible. Their conversation with Rena was all an act.>

<Dungeon-sourced items will solve the resource problem.>

<Good news for Japan, which has few primary resources.>

<It’s the era where those who control the dungeons control the world!>

<Now there’s a wall to get to Grade 4 and beyond.>

<But it doesn’t affect this country, since Hayate is here.>

<From Grade 6, dungeons were unlocked by region, I think.>

<Wonder if they’ll follow that in reality too?>

<If so, Japan will have the advantage.>

<Hayate. Come back to Japan soon.>

<Hayate-sama. We are waiting for you!>

<When he comes back, he’ll be treated like a person of utmost importance.>

<He’s on the level of a state guest. Government people, please give him a warm welcome.>

<Treat him with the utmost respect. That’s an order.>

<Be very, very careful not to displease Hayate-sama.>



Unaware that such comments were being made, Hayate and Rena checked their equipment and then headed for the room where the final boss, Undine, awaited.



    Chapter 45

    Episode 45

    Hayate and Rena had successfully rescued the diva who had become a trophy in Thailand and were being profusely thanked by the Thai royalty and its people. The country was in a festive uproar.

At the same time, in the White House in America.

"How much longer will it take! When can Mary be rescued!?"

President of the United States George Tyler’s voice was harsh.

George’s anger was palpable as he raged about the failure to rescue his daughter, who was being held as a trophy in the Spring Dungeon that had appeared in Washington. The fact that other people who had been turned into trophies were being rescued one after another was another factor fueling his irritation.

As if to placate George, his presidential aide, David, explained the situation.

"Mr. President, please wait a little longer. The dungeon clearing unit will reach the final floor shortly. They have cleared other Grade 3 dungeons without difficulty, so your daughter should be safely recovered."

"This is all because you failed to secure Hayate Shizukuishi in the first place! If he were here, Mary would already be… Did you not understand what I meant when I told you to secure Hayate before another country snatched him up!?"

"No, that’s not it."

Ever since it became clear that precious minerals and items unobtainable on Earth could be secured in dungeons, the Executive Office of the President of the United States had been creating a list of individuals with high dungeon-clearing abilities and constantly monitoring their actions.

It was easy to imagine that those who controlled the dungeons would become the ones to control the world of tomorrow. And when the Goddess changed the world’s specifications to allow entry into other countries’ dungeons, George had immediately ordered the acquisition of Hayate. He figured that even if things got a little rough, it was better than losing him to China or Russia.

"You were also the one who advised that we should seal off the Spring Dungeon so that some scoundrel couldn't alter Mary’s personality."

Until recently, there had been a setting that allowed the clearer of the Spring Dungeon to rewrite the trophy’s personality as they pleased. That setting had since been removed thanks to Sadaharu’s negotiations, but America had kept the Spring Dungeon in Washington completely sealed off until now.

"If you fail this time as well, you had better be prepared."

"U, understood."

A disgusting sweat beaded on David’s entire body.

Just then, the phone on the desk rang.

The color drained from George’s face as he took the call and received the report.

"Mr. President. Um… did something happen?"

"It seems the special forces unit you organized was defeated by a mid-boss called the Fake Hayate."

"Th, that’s impossible!? But they had defeated the Fake Hayate many times in dungeons in other areas."

"Silence!"

"Eek."

"David. You have worked well until now. But I cannot forgive this blunder. Take some time off. Your punishment will be decided at a later date."

With a flick of George’s hand, several security officers restrained a despair-faced David and escorted him out of the Oval Office.

"Keaney."

"Yes, Mr. President. What is it?"

"As of now, you are David’s successor. I want you to invite Hayate Shizukuishi to this country. Explain that the previous dispatch of special forces was not intended to be a forceful abduction, and convey our intent to apologize and offer compensation. And tell them that if they successfully rescue my daughter, the United States will fully support their activities."

"Understood, Mr. President."

Aide Keaney, having received her orders to invite Hayate, left the room.

A short while later.

"Keaney, Keaney!!"

"Huh, David?"

David stopped her as she was walking while making calls to various parties.

"What are you still doing here!?"

"The President just told me to take a rest, so it’s fine. The security officers let me go right away. Come on, I’m begging you. Let me help you too. I just finally became a Presidential Aide… Please. Give me a chance to make a comeback."

"Even if you’re asking, it’s no good. I can’t let you on the team."

"F, fine! Then let’s do this. All you have to do is tell me how you plan to invite Hayate. I’ll support you from behind the scenes with everything I’ve got. I still have plenty of useful connections. You can count on me. Then, when everything goes well, you report my contributions to the President. That much is fine, right?"

After a moment’s thought, Keaney ended up agreeing to her long-time colleague’s request.

She believed that David would act with the best interests of the United States at heart.

However, this man was a scoundrel beyond anything Keaney could have imagined. For the sake of his own ambitions, he would end up betraying his colleague and the United States.
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    Episode 46

    After rescuing the diva who had been turned into a trophy in the Thai dungeon, Rena and I decided not to return to Japan but to go straight to America instead.

A request had come from a person named Keaney, a US Presidential aide, asking us to save the President’s daughter.

The King of Thailand had said he would hold a victory parade for us… but we decided to prioritize saving a life.

As for the attempt to kidnap Rena, they explained that it wasn’t an abduction, but an effort to protect her from Russia and other countries. I have a feeling people from Russia and other countries will probably say something similar.

Well, whatever.

America offered one hundred thousand dollars as compensation for the misunderstanding, and another three million dollars if we successfully rescued the President’s daughter.

What’s more, after we complete the request, the US government will apparently give its full support to our dungeon-clearing activities. The terms of the reward also included preferential tax treatment for the Shinonome Zaibatsu when doing business in the US.

I thought the terms were quite good, so here Rena and I are, on a plane bound for the US. Apparently, this plane belongs to Rena. We flew on it from Japan to Thailand, and now we’re heading to America. Owning a private jet is insane.

It was a fresh reminder of just how amazing the heiress of the Shinonome Zaibatsu is.

"It’s a shame we couldn’t do any sightseeing at all."

"Sorry for making you go along with my selfish request."

"No, it’s okay. I was turned into a trophy too. I really want to help anyone who’s in the same situation as quickly as possible."

Rena had been abducted by the Goddess and threatened with having her personality erased depending on the whims of the dungeon clearer. Because of that, she was very proactive about rescuing trophies, thinking they must be feeling the same terror she did.

As for me, I was using this request to secure funds to spend time with Rena in the future and to boost my fame enough to marry her. The fact that I could also promote the four-sword style was a big plus. Unlike the kind Rena, my motivations were almost entirely selfish.

"You’re amazing, Rena."

"Y, you think so? But you’re the one doing all the hard work, Hayate. I wouldn’t be able to save a single person who’s been turned into a trophy on my own."

It makes me happy to hear her say that.

I’m acting for my own sake, but being thanked for it feels good. It’s like killing two birds with one stone?

"By the way, how long will it take to get to America?"

"This is a supersonic passenger jet, so about seven hours, I think."

"Wow, we’ll get there a lot faster than I thought."

"Still, it’s seven hours. Aren’t you tired, Hayate? There’s a napping room, just so you know."

Rena pointed to the rear.

I had been wondering what that room was, but it was a napping room. Though I feel like I could sleep just fine in the seat I’m in now…

"By the way, how many beds are there?"

"Just one. You must be more tired, Hayate, so you can go ahead and sleep."

It’s true that I feel like I’d recover better if I lay down in a bed. But thanks to my ninja training, I have confidence in my stamina. If anything, I was more worried about Rena, who has been following me around this whole time.

"You use the napping room, Rena. I’m fine here. See, I’ve had ninja training."

"You said you started ninja training because you thought you might be able to use the four-sword style, right? Does it have anything to do with that? Did you also do training to keep going without sleep?"

"Something like that. Because my master told me to."

To be honest, I also thought it didn't have much to do with the four-sword style. But I could feel my physical abilities improving, so I followed my master’s instructions, thinking it might be necessary for later training.

"So this is the result of doing everything you were told."

Rena showed me an archive of my stream on her phone.

<Jumping 10 meters unassisted isn’t human.>
<Hayate is a species called Hayate.>
<Oh, I see. Then it can’t be helped.>

Many comments like these had been posted.

"But you can do that much normally, can’t you, Hayate? You seemed to be acting like your usual self."

"Oh. As expected of you, Rena. You get it."

If Rena were ever in real danger, I would use my ninja powers or whatever else it takes to save her with everything I’ve got. But at that time, I didn’t feel like it was that dangerous, so I didn’t use any special powers. I’m glad she understood that.

"Does that mean you can do even more amazing things if you use your ninja powers?"

"I probably can, but it would feel like cheating, so I don’t think I will. Do you know that back when FWO was a game, cheat functions like auto-aim were sold online for a fee?"

By adding unofficial functions to the game, some scoundrels used cheats to climb the rankings, making their attacks always hit the enemy, multiplying their attack power by ten, or making it so they took no damage from any attack.

Of course, the Management worked hard to eradicate cheating, but a game popular all over the world is that much more likely to be targeted by malicious people selling cheat tools.

"Yeah. I always felt like, what’s the fun in using something like that?"

"There are quite a few people in the world who wish they could crush their opponents with overwhelming power. It seems they find it fun even if that power wasn’t gained through effort, but was easily obtained by paying a few hundred dollars."

"But in your case, Hayate, your ninja powers are the result of training, right? They’re not cheats or anything."

"That’s true, but… I just happened to have an aptitude for being a ninja. If I make that power a prerequisite, then no one will ever be able to imitate me. No one will even think of trying the four-sword style."

"I see. Your main goal was to spread the four-sword style, wasn’t it."

"Yeah. I’d like to get the fastest dungeon clear times if I can, but more than that, I want a lot of people to use the four-sword style!"

It’s a little vexing that people are already calling me inhuman, but it’s not impossible if you can draw out 100% of the manipulator’s performance.

In fact, the number of people clearing dungeons by imitating my movements has been increasing recently. I’ve started seeing a lot of reports on social media like, ‘I cleared a dungeon using the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style!’ That’s why I intend to continue clearing dungeons while keeping my ninja powers sealed away as much as possible.

"Getting back to the topic, are you sure you don’t want to sleep in the napping room, Hayate?"

"Yeah. You can use the bed, Rena."

"But… Th, then, how about we sleep together?"

"Together?"

"It’s a double-sized bed, so it should be fine for two people."

Does that mean…

Is that an invitation to sleep next to her!? Seriously? Is this okay?

Before, when I stayed over at the Shinonome residence, Rena’s father told me it was still not okay for me to sleep in her room.

This isn’t Rena’s room.

And after a seven-hour flight, we have to challenge the Spring Dungeon again. I’m sure we’ll get a little rest at a hotel in America or something, but still.

The point is, it’s probably better to rest now if we can.

It can’t be helped, right? Yeah, I think it can’t be helped.

"Will you sleep next to me?"

"Y, yesh, I will!"

She stumbled over her words. Cute. The seatbelt sign is off.

"Rena, shall we go?"

"Okay."

I stood up, took Rena’s hand, and we headed for the napping room. My heart was pounding like I couldn’t believe.

Am I even going to be able to sleep?
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    Episode 47

    "…na…sama, …Lady Rena. And Hayate-sama, please wake up."

I woke up to the sound of knocking on the door.

"Huh, where am I?"

"We will be landing shortly."

A voice called out from the other side of the napping room door. It was the voice of the maid who had boarded the plane with us.

I was in the napping room with Rena, I think.

I glanced beside me and saw Rena, breathing softly in her sleep.

I remembered up to the part where we came into this napping room together. My heart pounding, I lay down on the bed, and we talked about all sorts of things while lightly hugging.

After a while, Rena yawned sleepily, and when I told her, ‘You can sleep,’ she refused, saying, ‘I’m too embarrassed for you to see my sleeping face, so I won’t sleep.’

So I said I would sleep first and closed my eyes…

Wait, did I actually fall asleep then?

I only meant to pretend to be asleep for a little while. I, who had completed training to stay awake as part of my ninja practice, fell asleep before Rena?

I don’t even know when I lost consciousness myself. I wasn’t that fatigued.

Which means the suspicion that Rena’s performance as a hug pillow is too high has just emerged.

Ever since I started my ninja training, I’ve basically always been a light sleeper. I would sometimes use short, thirty-second bursts of deep sleep to regulate my body, but it had been a really long time since I’d had such a deep and long sleep.

Before I went to rescue Rena, even when the beautiful masseuses at the Shinonome Group’s luxury massage parlor worked on me, my fatigue recovered so quickly that I only lost consciousness for ten seconds at most. My body has become unable to completely relax in places where people other than my family are present.

And yet, thanks to Rena, I was able to sleep soundly. My body feels great.

Sleep really is important, isn’t it.

"Hayate-sama, are you awake?"

"Ah, yes. I’m awake."

"Oh, good. It’s almost time to prepare for landing, so could you please take your seats? Also, is the young lady still asleep?"

Rena is still sleeping.

She didn’t wake up even though I was talking loudly enough for the maid on the other side of the door to hear.

"She’s still asleep. I’ll carry her to her seat."

"Very well. Thank you."

The maid’s presence receded. She probably couldn’t open the door out of concern that we might have been doing something sexual.

I wouldn’t lay a hand on her yet, of course.

Though just sleeping together in a napping room might be considered out of line by others.

"Rena, I’m going to carry you to your seat."

There was no reply. Rena still didn’t wake up even when I lifted her into my arms.

She’s a sleeping princess. Her sleeping face really is cute.

Now, should I put her in the seat for two next to each other, or the wider single seat? Hmm.

"For now, just in case something happens, you’ll be over here."

I placed Rena in the seat she had been sitting in during takeoff.

I want to believe we won’t be surrounded by American special forces the moment we land at the airport. Shinonome-san negotiated with the Executive Office of the President, so there shouldn’t be any problems.

But just in case, I’ll have Rena stay as close to me as possible. No matter what happens, I will absolutely protect you, Rena.
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    I had been on high alert, but there were no problems during landing or anything.

Rena woke up normally, and we came together to the VIP-only immigration counter.

Exiting Japan could be handled by a proxy thanks to the power of the Shinonome Zaibatsu. But entering America apparently requires each person to go through screening. They said it was because of a large-scale terrorist attack in this country two years ago.

"You look gloomy, Hayate."

"Unlike in Thailand, I’m nervous because I have to go through the screening alone."

"It’s another country’s rules, after all. Even Father’s influence can’t change that. But I’m sure you’ll be fine, Hayate. Here, just run through the responses I taught you in your head."

"R, right."

Show my passport, say my name. When they ask my purpose, I answer ‘sightseeing.’

I don’t think I could say in English, ‘To clear a dungeon and rescue the President’s daughter who has been turned into a trophy.’ Yeah, definitely impossible. For the record, when entering Thailand, things had been arranged beforehand, and I was able to enter the screening area with Rena, so there was no problem.

After a short wait, it was my turn.

"Good luck, Hayate!"

I was too nervous to speak. I just waved to Rena in silence.

Come to think of it, if the four-sword style hadn’t been discontinued in FWO, I was planning to come to this country by myself for the event… I won the qualifying tournament on sheer momentum back then, but I never expected it to be like this.

Not being able to understand the language is seriously scary.

The officer who called my passport number seemed to tell me to move to a separate private room, so I followed his instructions. I can’t understand most of what he’s saying, but he points and stuff, so I’m getting by.

I entered the private room.

On the other side of a glass partition was a mean-looking old man.

This is for VIPs, and it’s okay to have someone so unfriendly in charge?

Thinking that, I did as Rena had told me.

First, place my passport on the table. Pass it to the old man through the slot in the glass.

The old man who opened my passport ran it through something that looked like a scanner.

"Name?"

Oh, huh. It’s in Japanese.

"Shizukuishi Hayate."

"Purpose of your visit to this country?"

"Um. Sightseeing."

If he understands Japanese, maybe it would have been okay to say I came to clear a dungeon at the President’s request. But since I plan to tour the country after completing the trophy rescue mission, it’s not a lie. I thought it would surely be fine.

The old man who had been sitting in his chair suddenly stood up. He looked angry about something.

He suddenly switched to English, and he was speaking so fast I couldn’t understand anything.

Wh, what!? What did I do!?

Confused and flustered, I saw two security guards enter the room.

They restrained me by both arms.

I had been caught by some pretty well-built security guards. If I used my ninja powers, I could probably beat people of this level and escape, but doing so might get me in serious legal trouble in this country.

But is it even possible to be arrested upon entry when I came here at the President’s request to save his daughter?

This has to be some kind of mistake, right!? …Y, yeah, it does.

There must have been some kind of mix-up.

It’s not time to panic yet.

What I need to worry about right now is Rena’s safety. I focused on her presence.

Ah, good. It seems she passed through screening and has joined up with the maids who were being processed at another gate.

I’m the only one who’s been detained.

So, was it a bad idea to lie and say my purpose was sightseeing after all?

The man just now was incredibly angry, so I must have done something.

What’s going to happen to me!?
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    I had let my guard down a little, partly because Rena seemed to be safe.

I can’t move at all.

I’m bound hand and foot, and blindfolded. Something like headphones has been placed over my ears, blocking out all surrounding sounds. While restrained, I was put in a car and taken somewhere.

I had confirmed that there were several ninja guards near Rena, so I had been compliant, but…

Being subjected to this is starting to make me anxious. Maybe I should just force my way out.

I probably should have made the decision sooner.

I didn’t know what would happen if I defied public officials in a foreign country. And I thought I might cause trouble for the Shinonome Zaibatsu, which had sent me here, so I couldn’t bring myself to act.

"Uh, hello. Is anyone there?"

My transport seems to have ended, so I tried asking.

"What exactly is going on!? I just came to this country for sightseeing! I don’t understand why this is happening!"

"Well now. You must be Hayate."

I heard Japanese from the headphones.

"Hello. I’m David."

"H, hello."

Even with my sight and hearing blocked, my ninja training allows me to sense the presence of people nearby. I could tell there was the man who called himself David and four others besides him near me.

"Let’s get right to it. I need you to go and recover the President’s daughter. Oh, and by the way, I already know you came to this country at the President’s request, so you don’t need to lie about sightseeing."

"…Recover? Not rescue?"

"That’s right, recover. Once we escape the country and receive enough funds from the President to live on for the rest of our lives, we’ll return her."

"Th, that means you’re going to kidnap her."

"Yes, you should be happy. As of now, you are a member of the group that will kidnap the daughter of the President of the United States. Of course, you’ll be the one doing it."

"As if I’d cooperate with that."

"Oh my. Are you sure you should be saying that?"

An image was projected before my eyes. What had been blocking my vision was apparently a head-mounted display. On it was the figure of Rena, desperately pleading for something at the airport counter.

"Can you see? Your girlfriend is desperately searching for you after you went missing."

"A, are you holding Rena hostage?"

"Ten assassins are targeting your girlfriend. Don’t try any useless resistance."

David said with a laugh.

This guy is pretty dangerous.

In the footage I was just shown, I was able to confirm that Mochizuki-san, a bodyguard disguised as a maid, was near Rena. She’s a ninja from a school that is neither Iga nor Koga, but she’s as strong as an Iga Chunin. She can easily protect Rena against about ten assassins. It also looks like she’s aware of the person filming this.

For now, Rena seems to be fine. The rest is about how I’m going to escape.

But before I escape, let me confirm a few things.

"Does the President know about this?"

"Of course not. The negotiations will begin after the kidnapping is successful."

He doesn’t seem to be lying.

"…By the way, who planned this?"

"Why do you ask? Well, you’ll be working for me as my comrade until you die, so I suppose I can tell you who the leader is. It’s me. I, David Baxter, Presidential Aide to the United States, devised this plan."

"You mean former Presidential Aide, right?"

"Sh, shut up! Be quiet!!"

When a comrade pointed that out with a laugh, David raised his voice in anger.

So these people are confirmed scum who are trying to use me to kidnap the President’s daughter and get a ransom.

Above all, they used Rena as a hostage to threaten me. This is absolutely unforgivable.

It wasn’t the President or the country of America trying to harm us, it was these guys. It seems there’s no mastermind behind them.

Oh, right. I might as well ask about that other thing too.

"A little while ago, there was a special forces team that targeted us in Japan."

"I ordered that too. I never imagined that Hattori Juuzo would be Shinonome Rena’s bodyguard. Because that operation failed, I had to betray America. So it’s all your fault."

No, how does that follow?

This is just ridiculous. So this guy was behind that too.

I thought he might know something since he said he was the President’s chief aide, so I’m glad I asked.

The root of all evil is right here. I’ll definitely take care of all of them before I escape.

With that thought, I put strength into my hands and tried to forcefully break the restraints.

"By the way, everything I’ve told you so far is actually completely irrelevant."

"…Huh?"

A high-pitched kyuiin sound echoed in my ears. I felt like something was entering my head.

It feels very disgusting.

"Showing you the footage of your girlfriend as a hostage was merely preparation to guide your thoughts just a little."

I didn’t understand what David was saying.

Somehow, my consciousness is fading.

Ah, this. This seems a little ba…"
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    Episode 50

    Hayate’s head drooped with a thud.

Seeing this, David gave a bold smile.

The device attached to Hayate’s head glowed green, indicating that its function had activated normally.

"Fufufu, fwahahahaha! I did it! I’ve obtained the world’s strongest dungeon explorer!!"

"Hey, boss. Can something like this really brainwash a person?" one of the mercenaries hired by David asked.

What had been placed on Hayate was a mind-control machine developed by the Department of Defense. It was originally intended to be used on captured spies to make them confess secrets, such as which country’s orders they were acting on. David had taken it without permission and used it on Hayate.

"Yes, it can. There’s no problem, just watch. Hayate, wake up."

Upon receiving the instruction, Hayate lifted his head.

"Yes, yes. It’s a success. You can undo his restraints now."

David’s instruction was meant for the mercenaries. He intended to say, ‘Undo Hayate’s restraints.’

However, Hayate misunderstood the command as being directed at him.

"Understood. Hmph!"

The restraints were made of a special alloy that should have been absolutely impossible to break by human strength, yet he destroyed them with ease.

"…Huh?"

"What?"

"Huh, what, huh?"

David, who had given the order, and his subordinates, who had been moving to release the restraints, were all dumbfounded.

"…"

Having also removed the restraint on his head, Hayate stood waiting in silence.

"C, can this thing be broken with bare hands?"

"Beats me. These restraints are also goods you had us steal from the Pentagon."

As they said this, the mercenaries raised the guns in their hands and aimed them at Hayate.

The battle-hardened mercenaries were on full alert against the young man who was staring blankly ahead.

If the brainwashing hadn’t worked properly, a monster who could jump ten meters unassisted and break out of special alloy restraints on his own would become their enemy.

"You all calm down. It’s fine. See, Hayate, raise your right hand."

But Hayate didn’t move.

"Hey! This is bad!!"

"Ah, no, that’s not it. I need this."

David hurriedly picked up the headset he had dropped in surprise when Hayate broke the restraints.

"Hayate, raise your right hand."

The command he gave in English was translated by the headset and conveyed to Hayate in Japanese.

Hayate raised his right hand.

"See, see! No problem, right? It seems he has absolutely no ability to comprehend English."

"…Are you really sure it’s okay?"

"It’s fine. Besides, Hayate will be heading to the dungeon alone. As per your contract, you just need to act as my bodyguards and help with transportation."

"So, how long will the brainwashing effect last?"

"Fufufu. That is this device’s demerit, which in this case becomes a very significant merit. It tampers with the brain’s signals and completely rewrites a person’s common sense. Once rewritten, common sense can never be returned to its original state. By the way, in Hayate’s current common sense, he is my subordinate, and my orders are to be followed absolutely."

"Hmph, is that so."

One of the mercenaries approached Hayate and punched him in the cheek with all his might.

Hayate made no move to dodge and fell from the blow, but immediately stood back up.

"Hey! Don’t do unnecessary things! This guy is my valuable asset."

"Don’t get mad. I was just checking his reaction. Not reacting at all when you’re about to be punched is absolutely impossible for a normal human."

"…So, are you convinced?"

"Yeah. This guy isn’t human anymore. Brainwashing is amazing stuff."

"If you like, I can brainwash you all too. You’d become the best soldiers."

"Nah, I’ll pass. Let’s go, you guys."

The mercenaries lowered the guns they had aimed at Hayate and left the scene.

"Hmph, a bunch of meatheads. I wish they’d act cleverly like me. But it was good to confirm that the brainwashing is definitely effective. Now Hayate, let’s go. I have a job I want you to do."

"Yes."

This was a room in a base prepared by David. As he exited, the expressionless Hayate followed.
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    That evening.

"I’m telling you, give Hayate back! If you can’t do that, then at least tell me where he was taken!!"

Rena was at the airport service counter, searching for Hayate.

"My lady. Let’s go to the hotel for today. You’ve already consulted with your father, and it would be better for you to rest a little until the investigation progresses."

Rena’s bodyguard, Mochizuki Kureha, proposed they move from their current location while remaining vigilant of their surroundings.

This was because she had noticed the presence of someone monitoring them from a short distance away. The ones watching Rena and the others were also mercenaries hired by David. They were the insurance in case the brainwashing on Hayate didn’t work. However, since Hayate was successfully brainwashed, all the mercenaries had already withdrawn.

Even though the observers had suddenly disappeared, Kureha felt she couldn’t let her guard down. But she also understood the anxious feelings of her charge, whose lover had gone missing in a foreign land.

So she half-forcefully pulled Rena, who refused to move from the service counter, and led her to an uncrowded spot a short distance away.

"Please listen carefully. Hayate-sama will be absolutely fine. He is the strongest ninja, acknowledged by that Hattori Juuzo."

"Y, yeah. But…"

"You are in more danger than he is, my lady."

"Huh, me?"

"Until just a moment ago, about ten people were monitoring our movements. It might be related to Hayate-sama’s disappearance. My lady, under what circumstances do you think Hayate-sama would be unable to use his full power?"

"…For example, if I were taken hostage."

Kureha was impressed by the intelligence of the master she served. And to reassure the anxious Rena, she nodded with a smile.

"Exactly. If we leave this place and position ourselves somewhere where it is easier to protect you, it might lead to helping him."

"But, but. What if Hayate wasn’t captured by bad people, but was just arrested by this country’s judicial authorities?"

"Even in that case, there is no problem. He can be released upon payment of bail. The Shinonome Zaibatsu holds a considerable amount of power even within the United States. So please rest assured."

He wouldn’t be able to return to Japan until a verdict was reached in court, but she would still be able to spend time with Hayate.

"O, okay. Hayate will be fine, right? He’ll be able to move more freely if I’m in a safe place. Maybe I should even increase the number of bodyguards."

"Thank you for your understanding. We were unable to pursue the people watching us earlier, but if we increase the number of guards, it will become possible to tail any suspicious individuals who appear. A request for additional guards has already been submitted to Shinonome-sama."

"Okay. Thank you, Mochizuki-san."

Rena still looked a little dissatisfied, but she prepared to move with Kureha and the others.

"M, my lady! Please look at this."

One of the maids stopped Rena as she was about to leave and showed her the smartphone in her hand.

"What’s this, a dungeon clearing stream? Wait, Hayate? H, why!?"

Hayate, who was supposed to have gone missing at the airport, was in a dungeon somewhere.
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    Stream Comment Section

    Around 6:00 AM, Japan time.



<Why is he clearing a dungeon so early in the morning…>

<Seriously, right?>

<But you guys came to watch anyway.>

<Of course we would.>

<It’s time for Hayate’s! Dungeon Clearing!!>



The streaming app had a function that would notify users when a specific streamer started broadcasting. Many fans and dungeon explorers who were keeping an eye on his movements used this function so they could come and watch as soon as Hayate began a dungeon clear.



<Umm, he’s in America right now, right?>

<So it’s evening over there now.>

<The time difference is a pain when he streams from overseas.>

<But Hayate is finally going to save Mary-sama!>



Hayate had announced that he was heading from Thailand to America, so his viewers were aware that he was currently in the US and that his purpose for being there was to rescue Mary Tyler, the daughter of the US President.



Mary is also a popular Hollywood actress in Japan, so the number of people cheering for Hayate as he went to her rescue had grown quite large.



<If he succeeds at this, he’ll surely be acknowledged, right?>

<You mean that thing about becoming a man worthy of Elena?>

<I think he’s already more than enough.>

<No doubt about it www>

<Speaking of, where’s Elena?>

<True, she’s not here.>



Hayate had started clearing the dungeon alone. There were other strange things too.



<Hayate, why are you so quiet?>

<I want him to steamroll everything while providing commentary like he always does.>

<A silent Hayate-kun is cool too, though.>

<But this guy is at his best with the live commentary.>



Unlike in the game, when you move your body vigorously to fight in the real world, you naturally get out of breath. There are very few explorers who can proceed through a dungeon while explaining monster weaknesses and commentating on the battle as they fight for their lives.



Among them, Hayate was a streamer that viewers could watch with a sense of security.



He always showed a sense of composure.



The only exception was when Rena was about to be attacked, when his expression would turn serious for just a brief moment. Incidentally, that momentary glimpse of his serious face is clipped from the stream videos by his female fans, spread on social media, and always livens up the trending topics.



<Maybe he’s serious this time because he’s rescuing the President’s daughter?>

<He was like that when he rescued Elena too.>

<He had a demonic look back then.>

<It was because there was a chance Elena’s personality would be rewritten if he didn’t hurry.>

<The contrast with when he went to pick up Hisato afterward was also great.>

<The fact that he didn’t catch Hisato was hilarious www>

<And with the personality rewriting thing gone, it was a chill stream.>



Even as the comment section buzzed with talk of past streams, Hayate pushed through the dungeon in silence.



Viewers found Hayate’s demeanor strange.



<It’s not so much serious as…>

<Blank? Like he has no emotions.>

<Hayate-kun, your eyes look kind of vacant.>

<He’s like a robot.>



Among the female fans who were always attuned to Hayate’s expressions, some noticed that something was wrong with him. Meanwhile, the male viewers interested in the dungeon clearing were concerned about something else.



<He’s really only fighting the bare minimum.>

<He’s getting rare drops and not even picking them up.>

<Wait, you can take a shortcut there!? >

<Huh? What’s he planning to do, sticking his sword in the wall?>



Hayate stabbed the swords equipped on his manipulators into the dungeon wall and, ignoring most of the monsters he should have had to fight, ran along the wall.



<He’s, running on the wall www>

<No, no, no, that’s just too much!>

<I thought nothing Hayate did could surprise me anymore.>

<This is just cheating!>

<That’s definitely an out!!>



If he had wanted to, he could have run along the walls as a shortcut when he went to rescue Rena as well. However, this utilizes his ninja abilities to some extent. Moreover, at that time, he was equipped with manipulators that were inferior to the ones he currently used, so he would have had to rely on his ninja powers more than he does now. That’s why he didn’t use this clearing method before, thinking it was too much of a cheat.



Hayate wanted to spread the word that you could fight coolly with the four-sword style, so he tried to avoid clearing dungeons without fighting monsters as much as possible.



However, a certain man had ordered Hayate to do just that.



‘Clear the Spring Dungeon at maximum speed.’



Following that command, the strongest streamer pushed through the dungeon via the shortest possible route.
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    Episode 53

    "Wh, why? Hayate, what in the world are you thinking?"

Unable to believe what she was seeing with her own eyes, Rena muttered in a daze.

She, along with her bodyguard Mochizuki Kureha and the maids, had arrived at the Shinonome Group hotel where they had originally planned to stay. She had been watching Hayate push through the dungeon on their way, but just as they arrived at the hotel, a problem occurred.

Hayate, who had gone missing at the airport security checkpoint, had entered a dungeon alone and successfully rescued Mary Tyler, the daughter of the US President. It was upsetting to be left behind without a word, but Rena could have forgiven him up to that point.

She told herself that he must have had his reasons for his actions. She just had to ask him for the reason when he came back. She had believed he would surely give her an explanation she could accept.

However, the problem started from there.

Just as Mary, who had appeared as a trophy, faintly opened her eyes, Hayate pressed something like a cloth to her mouth and knocked her unconscious. Then, cradling Mary in his arms, he floated into the air with a jetpack equipped on his back and leaped from the top floor of the Spring Dungeon.

As Mary was highly popular even within America, many media outlets had been watching the rescue of the four-sword style user Hayate. There were also numerous news helicopters flying around the dungeon.

The Air Force was also monitoring the area with helicopters and drones, but Hayate disappeared into the dark of night at a speed that eluded all their eyes.

Hayate, who had vanished without a word. The whereabouts of him and Mary were now unknown.

In this situation, Rena was not the only one in confusion.

Within America, the moment Mary was rescued, social media was flooded with celebratory comments, but the atmosphere changed completely when the news reported that they had gone missing.

Looking at the situation, there was no mistaking that the President’s daughter had been abducted by a Japanese national.

Although many of his fans defended Hayate, insisting there must be a reason, the scene where he knocked Mary unconscious with some kind of drug, which had been forcibly broadcast, was the final nail in the coffin. In an age where it has become easy for people to condemn others once the circumstantial evidence aligns, Hayate’s social media and streaming booth were flooded with a massive amount of slander.

—***—

Treating it as the abduction of a member of the First Family, the Secret Service and the CIA had already begun to act.

George, the father of the abducted Mary, had of course been watching the events unfold on the stream. But even after receiving the report from his aide that they had lost sight of Hayate, he remained stunned, unable to understand what had happened.

It was George’s order to invite Hayate Shizukuishi along with Shinonome Rena to this country. The aide he had appointed had successfully completed the negotiations with them, and when he heard that the Shinonome Zaibatsu’s private jet had arrived at Washington Dulles International Airport, George had felt a sense of relief, thinking, ‘My daughter will be saved now.’

Now, the situation had become something he had never imagined.

"N, no way… Did he think it was my order to kidnap her!?"

He had an idea as to why Hayate would take such an action.

When he had instructed his aide, David, to secure Hayate, David had acted on his own authority and mobilized a special forces team to kidnap Shinonome Rena. He had planned to make Hayate obey his orders by taking Rena hostage.

George had never intended to order such a heavy-handed act. But the problem was that David had mobilized the special forces team, claiming it was the President’s order.

"Mr. President!"

The female aide who was supposed to have met Hayate and the others burst open the office door and returned alone.

"Keaney. What is the meaning of this? Did you not get them to understand that the matter of kidnapping Lena Shinonome was a misunderstanding!?"

"Th, that was my understanding, but."

By paying a compensation of one hundred thousand dollars, Aide Keaney had tried to make the Shinonome Rena abduction plan, which another aide had executed on his own authority, a thing of the past. Hayate and the others had also seemed to accept that, but…

"No sooner do I receive a report that Hayate has gone missing than this happens. For him to do such a thing, I can only think of it as retaliation for that incident!"

"I was able to speak with Lena. At that time, she didn’t seem to think anything like this would happen. Therefore, I believe something must have happened to him after he went missing at the security checkpoint."

"Tell me what that something is! My daughter has been kidnapped, you know!?"

"W, well, this is something I would rather not consider, but…"

Around the same time Hayate went missing, a certain person had also disappeared. Furthermore, information from the Pentagon that a device this person was involved in developing had also gone missing led Keaney to imagine the worst-case scenario.

"It is possible that former Senior Aide David brainwashed Hayate Shizukuishi and had him kidnap your daughter."
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    The day after Hayate abducted Mary Tyler.

Rena had been summoned to the White House.

"Lena Shinonome, thank you for coming."

"Thank you for inviting me, Mr. President."

Without using a translator, Rena conversed with the President in fluent English.

"I heard you have something to discuss regarding Hayate. Do you know where he is now? He’s safe, isn’t he!?"

"P, please calm down and listen. First and foremost, I had no involvement whatsoever in Hayate Shizukuishi taking such an action."

"I understand that, but…"

Rena couldn’t understand why the President would say such a thing when his own daughter had been kidnapped.

"I’ll get straight to the point. He has likely been brainwashed."

"B, brainwashed?"

"It’s possible a powerful device was used. But to repeat, I did not order the development of that mind-control device, nor did I order it to be used on Hayate."

George desperately rattled off excuses. Seeing him, Rena felt an indescribable fear.

"Are you saying Hayate was brainwashed and ordered to kidnap Mary-san? If so, I can understand why he did what he did, but…"

She was relieved to know that Hayate hadn’t gone rogue and kidnapped Mary for his own selfish desires. But there was another problem.

"But that means you can turn him back to normal with that device, right!?"

George averted his gaze from Rena’s question.

"N, no…"

Despair tightened its grip on Rena’s heart.

Hayate might never come back. Just thinking that made her legs lose their strength. About to collapse, Rena placed her hands on a nearby table to support herself.

"Are you all right? Here, this way."

A female aide seated Rena in a chair.

"My name is Keaney. I will explain from here on out."

"Um, is it true that Hayate has been brainwashed? Is there any possibility that he’s just fooling around?"

Kidnapping the President’s daughter as a prank would be a huge problem, but for Rena right now, that would have been far better.

"Unfortunately, that possibility is low."

As she spoke, Keaney turned on the monitor in the Oval Office. On it, a man and a device that looked like it was meant to be worn on the head were displayed.

"This man is David Baxter. Until recently, he was a Presidential Aide. He was involved in the development of a mind-control device as part of a counter-terrorism project."

"He’s also the one who planned to kidnap you in Japan. O, of course, I did not order that either!"

"Then, he’s the one who did this to Hayate."

A murderous intent filled Rena’s eyes.

"Do you know where this person is now?"

"His current whereabouts are unknown. Even the CIA has been unable to locate him. However, David has said he will come to the Grade 1 ‘Black Dungeon’ here in Washington tomorrow at 7 AM."

"Then you’ll capture him there, right?"

To Rena, who asked with a glimmer of hope that things might be resolved, Keaney shook her head.

"No. He is holding Mary-sama hostage. He has threatened us that if anyone other than the person he specifies enters the Black Dungeon, he will brainwash her as well."

"David has contacted us to have someone come alone to retrieve Mary."

"Then, are you going to go alone, Mr. President? Even if it’s Grade 1, a dungeon is a dangerous place. Besides, what he might do to you…"

"No, not me. The person David specified was you, Lena."

"Huh, me? I, I can go!?"

Her reaction was not what the President and his staff had expected.

The image of a zaibatsu heiress is one of a person living a peaceful life, free from danger. They had thought it would take considerable negotiation to get such a person to go to a dangerous place to retrieve a hostage.

"What, uh. Are you not afraid?"

"That’s right, my lady. It’s too dangerous!"

Mochizuki Kureha, who was serving as Rena’s bodyguard, was also present. Having listened in silence until now, she finally spoke up.

"I am scared, of course. But this might be my chance to get Hayate back."

When she had been turned into a trophy, trapped in a space where she could see and feel nothing, terrified that someone would erase her personality, Hayate had come to save her.

To Rena, Hayate was her savior, her idol, and the person she loved. She absolutely could not lose him.

So this time, it was her turn to save him.

The enemy had managed to brainwash that Hayate. It was unlikely he had been defeated by force. She could surmise that they had used some cowardly trick to trap Hayate.

Even if he was brainwashed, her voice might be able to reach him. Rather than do nothing and lose him, she wanted to dive into danger and bet on that chance.

Thinking this, Rena declared forcefully, as if to overcome her fear.

"I will go and get Hayate back!"
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    The ‘Black Dungeon’ has appeared in a location visible from the White House. It is currently surrounded by the US Army, and no one is allowed to enter.

"Lena, you will have to head over there, but are you really sure about this?"

"Yes. I want to go."

"Th, then, how about I act as your escort while concealing my presence?"

Kureha proposed to accompany her as a bodyguard, but Rena rejected the offer.

"No. It’s not that I want to go save Hayate by myself, but the dungeon’s specifications leave no other choice. The kidnapper probably knows that too."

The Black Dungeon allows one to choose to enter a slightly special tutorial space upon entry. It has been discovered that forced broadcasting does not occur in this space.

Furthermore, its specifications are the same as in the game, and it is possible to form a party on the spot if those who have entered agree to it.

A party can invite specific individuals by looking at a list of nearby explorers, or join another party. At that time, anyone not invited will be sent to a different tutorial space.

"Even if Mochizuki-san enters the Black Dungeon in a party with me, we won’t be able to go to the space where Hayate and the others are unless we’re invited by them."

The man named David, who had brainwashed Hayate and abducted the daughter of the President of the United States, had designated that space as the place for negotiations.

"No…"

"That’s why I’ll go alone, as requested."

Incidentally, the Black Dungeon had already been cleared, and once a dungeon is cleared, it becomes possible to enter it through various methods without having to go through the first-floor entrance. Therefore, capturing David and his group outside the dungeon has also become difficult.

There are currently seven ways to move from one dungeon to another. It is possible to enter a Black Dungeon in another, less guarded area and move to the Black Dungeon in Washington from there.

Moreover, David, being a former Presidential Aide, had managed multiple top-secret safe houses that not even high-ranking government officials knew about.

The CIA and the police were searching for David and his group with all their might, but there was no useful information regarding their whereabouts.

—***—

The next morning.

"My lady, please be careful."

As a bodyguard, she wanted to stop Rena. But Kureha, who knew how desperately she had been searching for Hayate, found herself wanting to support Rena as she tried to go to him.

"I will. I will definitely bring Hayate back."

Rena responded with a serious expression to Kureha, who wore a somber face due to her complex feelings.

There was a possibility of combat. The President approached Rena as she was checking her equipment before entering the dungeon.

"I am truly sorry that we have ended up entrusting everything to a young girl like you. If Mary returns safely, I will accept any demand within my power."

"Understood. The negotiating lines are as we discussed yesterday, correct?"

"Yes. That is fine."

In the case of a ransom, up to thirty million dollars was acceptable. Also, demands that George could handle with his personal judgment, such as a demand for his resignation, were also conditions that could be accepted on the spot.

If the demands exceeded that, Rena was to return once and convey the demands.

"Well then, I’m off."

David’s demand was that no one other than Rena enter the dungeon.

He had not made any mention of the outside, so several thousand personnel from the Army, police, and special forces were on standby in the vicinity.

As they watched over her, Rena entered the Black Dungeon alone.
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    Shinonome Rena

    Mochizuki-san used the Shinonome Zaibatsu’s information network to investigate the kidnapper, David.

It seems he was a person who handled the President’s dirty work. Sometimes it was on the President’s orders, other times he acted on his own for America’s sake, but at the very least, David has connections to the underworld.

So there will probably be mercenaries or assassins where I’m going.

There’s no way I’m not scared. My hands were trembling just a moment ago.

But I force my feet forward.

I can’t run away. If I run now, I might never see Hayate again.

I’ll do anything to get him back.

The only saving grace is that the negotiation site is inside a dungeon. That’s a place that’s advantageous for us explorers.

It’s fine even if there really are mercenaries with guns. Weapons from the outside world don’t damage explorers even if the PVP function is enabled.

It would be a problem if they have weapons they got from a dungeon… but thanks to the overprotective Hayate, I’m wearing what can be considered the strongest possible equipment at this time.

I made all this equipment together with him.

I really wanted to gather the materials from scratch, but we prioritized rescuing people who had been turned into trophies, so we just bought the materials from the Market and did the enhancing together.

Even so, it was fun. It was a happy time.

Those memories give me strength.

The maximum party size for the Black Dungeon is eight people. Since I’m joining, that means besides Hayate and David, there will be a maximum of five mercenaries. If Mary-san is with them, it will be four mercenaries.

I can defeat just five people. I can definitely do it.

I’ll defeat five people and get my Hayate back.

I entered the Black Dungeon.

【Welcome to the Black Dungeon. Would you like to begin the tutorial?】

YES / NO selection buttons floated before my eyes.

I selected YES. Because I was told to do so.

【Transferring to the tutorial space.】

The scenery around me changes. A vast grassland with a pleasant breeze blowing.

I like this place.

Moving forward from here will automatically start the tutorial. If I wait without moving much, I can form a party with people I want to progress through the game with.

After waiting a little, a party invitation came.

I accept it. The moment I pressed the party join confirmation button, the scenery changed.

"Well, hello. You must be Lena Shinonome."

A man who had been waiting for me in a space of a different dimension spoke to me.

"Hayate!"

Hayate was standing next to the man. Even though he must have seen me, his expression didn’t change.

It’s true that he’s been brainwashed. Just wait. I’ll free you right now.

Behind Hayate, Mary-san was lying on the ground with her hands and feet tied. She seems to be unconscious.

I thought there would be mercenaries and such, but besides me, there were only three other people.

"I came alone as you asked. Please return Mary-san and Hayate!"

"Are you an idiot? If I return them, I get nothing."

"That’s why I’m asking you to tell me what you want."

"What I want? Hmm, let’s see. In this situation, what I want is ‘everything,’ I suppose."

"…Huh?"

"I’ve obtained the world’s strongest dungeon explorer. I’ve obtained the daughter of the man who moves the world’s strongest nation. And finally, I can obtain a super-rich and lovely young lady."

"Wh, what are you talking about?"

I’m confused because I can’t figure out David’s intentions.

"You’re slow on the uptake. I’ve already obtained everything I need. Even if the police or the military come to capture me, I can just use an item to escape into a dungeon. With Hayate here, I have nothing to fear. Even the mercenaries I hired with a large sum of money were instantly killed by this guy."

It seems it wasn’t that he didn’t bring the mercenaries here, but that he had already disposed of them.

"It’s just that the mind-control device has been acting up since I used it on Hayate. I haven’t been able to brainwash Mary yet. Well, I can fix it soon enough. Once I do, I’ll brainwash you too."

He said with a dirty laugh.

I finally realized. This person has no intention of negotiating.

"Hmm? Ah. The fact that you’ve drawn your bow means you’ve finally understood. That’s right, I had no intention of negotiating from the start. I realized it the moment I got Mary. As long as I have Hayate, that’s enough. I don’t need useless subordinates. With this guy and my mind-control device, I can do anything in this new world where dungeons have appeared."

"Then why did you summon me, calling me a negotiator?"

"You’re Hayate’s girlfriend, aren’t you? It was my own brand of kindness. Since Hayate will be working until he breaks, I thought I’d let him see you one last time. But seeing you in person has changed my mind a little."

David’s expression twisted disgustingly.

"I thought Mary alone was enough, but now I want you too. By the way, after I’ve used you until I get bored, depending on my mood, I might even let you do it with Hayate. What do you think? Not a bad offer, is it?"

I couldn’t hold back any longer. This scum must be eliminated here.

I will definitely do something about Hayate myself. First, this guy.

"Aaaahhhhhhh! Get out of our lives!!"

I released an arrow from my fully drawn bow. I shot with the intent to kill.

The arrow I shot, aimed at the scum’s forehead, was…

"Wh, why!?"

It was blocked by Hayate.
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    "I've ordered him to protect me with his life. Too bad for you."

The president of the Shinonome Group had provided a vast sum of money to ensure nothing happened to his daughter, Rena. Hayate, having received those funds, used them without hesitation to create the strongest equipment currently available. Added to that was Rena's own skill, honed through real-world training and enough practice to become a top-ranked player in the game.

Rena possessed the strongest long-range attack power.

But Hayate easily defended against her assault.

"I don't know much about this FWO, but your gear looks stronger than the other guys I see on the streams. Even so, you can't beat my Hayate."

"Hayate isn't yours!"

"Tch, you're so noisy. He's my tool now."

Slightly irritated with Rena, David gave a deliberate, clear command, seeking to inflict psychological damage on her.

"Hayate, defeat that woman. But don't kill her. Sh.e.'.s. g.o.i.n.g. t.o. b.e. m.i.n.e. t.o.o."

Expressionless, Hayate began to walk toward Rena.

"H, hey, Hayate... Stop it. This is a joke, right?"

When Saionji Hisato had treated Rena like a prize for PVP, Hayate had gotten angry for her. But now, he silently approached, obeying David's command.

That was what tormented Rena.

It made her realize that Hayate's will truly wasn't coming back.

She had come this far to save Hayate, the one who had saved her from the despair of having her own consciousness erased, but Rena cursed her own powerlessness, her inability to do anything for him.

She had held a faint hope that if she just called out to him, Hayate would return to normal. She had even considered the possibility that he was just pretending to be brainwashed for some reason.

But it seemed those were nothing more than baseless hopes.

Rena dropped her bow to the ground. She had no will to fight anymore.

From the depths of her despair, tears began to flow naturally.

Havate, ordered not to kill, recognized Rena's loss of fighting spirit and stopped walking just before he reached her.

"What, you're not even going to resist?"

David looked bored, but he was satisfied that Rena's spirit was broken.

Brainwashing becomes easier when emotions fluctuate wildly. Since he had a plan to use Rena to extract a large sum of money from the Shinonome Group, he was about to give the order to capture her first.

But Rena moved before he could.

"Hayate, I'm sorry I couldn't save you."

If she was captured and brainwashed, this time she would truly cease to be herself. Believing this was the end, Rena forced a kiss on Hayate.

"H, hey! What are you doing!? Get away from him! That woman is going to be mine!"

David ordered Hayate to move away from Rena.

"...No."

"Huh?"

"Rena is my girlfriend. I won't hand her over to someone like you."

Holding Rena in his arms, Hayate turned his body to glare at David.

"H, Hayate? Your consciousness... it's back?"

"Yeah. Sorry, Rena. I made you worry."

"Impossible! Th, th, this is my device! It completely rewrites the neural codes in the brain! It's nothing like mind control! Th, there's no way he could have come back!"

"Honestly, it was pretty bad. My consciousness was still there, but I couldn't move my body the way I wanted. If you hadn't come to help me, Rena, I might have really been done for."

As he said this, Hayate's arms tightened around Rena.

"No, no, no, no, that's impossible! There's absolutely no way anyone could retain their consciousness with that device! Wh, wh, what in the world are you!?"

"I'm a regular FWO streamer. I can just use a little ninjutsu."

"Huh?"

"Also, I love Rena very much. It's partly my fault for not training enough, but you're the root of all this. You, the one who caused Rena to cry..."

A murderous aura poured from Hayate.

"I will never forgive you."

It was an pressure so intense it could immobilize even a trained ninja.

An ordinary person like David couldn't possibly withstand it. He foamed at the mouth, collapsed on the spot, and continued to tremble violently.

"Wh, what did you do?"

"I intimidated him and showed him a little illusion. I feel like punching him, but right now I don't want to leave your side more than anything."

Saying that, Hayate pulled Rena's body even closer.

"I'm sorry, I let my guard down. I thought I could escape anytime. And I knew you were safe, Rena, so I just..."

"No, it's okay now. I'm so happy you came back to me, Hayate."

"I'm happy to be back, too. Seeing you and hearing your voice wasn't enough. I was wondering what I'd do if I was ordered to hurt you. But thanks to your kiss, I was able to get control of my body back. Thank you so much."

"Hehe. You're welcome. So, this makes us even now, okay?"

"Even?"

"You know. For when you saved me when I was a trophy."

"I don't really think of that as a debt or anything."

"It's fine! Now I can stand tall and say I'm your equal, Hayate. I can be confident that it's okay for me to be by your side."

Rena had long been a passionate fan of Hayate. At first, she just wanted him to notice her, but eventually, that feeling changed into a resolve to become a partner who could fight alongside him.

But after being saved by Hayate, even when they fought together, she had felt that they weren't quite equals.

"So, I look forward to working with you from now on. Hayate."

"Yeah. Same here, Rena."
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    <Hayate who kidnapped Mary-sama is unforgivable>
<Hayate would never do that>
<We have evidence, you know!>

Once a streamer surpassed one million subscribers, they were granted a dedicated message board feature that allowed subscribers to post comments freely even when a stream wasn't live.

Hayate had enabled this feature, so while he hadn't streamed for a while, the arguments between his fans and Mary Tyler's fans had continued.

<The US President hasn't announced anything, right?>
<Yeah, that's right! Hayate didn't do anything wrong!>
<Then why hasn't Mary shown up!? >
<It's already been three days>
<This is getting weird!!>

Thanks to an automatic translation feature, there was no language barrier, and the conflict between the two sides intensified. As Mary's fans argued, the fact that there had been no word for days after Hayate took her away was not a good look.

Just as some of Hayate's longtime fans were beginning to doubt him...

<Hey! Hayate's Booth is active!>
<Looks like a stream is about to start!!>
<For real!?>

Japanese, Americans, and people from all over the world who had been watching the situation unfold flocked to the 'Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office' booth.

"Whoa. Three hundred million concurrent viewers... That's insane."

Even with no announcement, the number of people who came to watch the stream surpassed three hundred million in less than a minute after it started.

<It's Hayate!>
<Long time no see ( ・∀・ )ノ>
<Give Mary-sama back, you kidnapper!>
<I told you Hayate didn't do it!>

Havate was alone. He was standing somewhere indoors, visible on the stream camera.

"This is supposed to be an apology press conference, so try to look a little sharper."

<It's Elena!!>
<Rena-sama!>
<Somehow, seeing Hayate and Elena together is reassuring>
<If they're together, the elopement theory is out>
<Hey, what about Mary-sama!!?>
<Tell us what happened to her!!>

Since Hayate had rescued Mary alone and then disappeared, a theory had emerged that he had fallen in love with her at first sight, decided to kidnap her on the spot, and abandoned Rena. Many fans were relieved that the worst-case scenario had been eliminated.

"Sharper, huh. Right, I'll do that."

Instead of the relaxed clothes he wore for his occasional offline streams, Hayate was dressed in office casual attire today. He straightened his collar and faced forward.

"To all our viewers, we apologize for causing you to worry."

"We apologize."

<He's bowing his head, so he must have done something wrong>
<But why is Elena bowing too?>
<This is what apology press conferences are like, right?>
<Wait, Rena-san was involved too!?>

"Ah, um. This is an apology for making you worry, not because we kidnapped the US President's daughter or anything, okay?"

"Please don't misunderstand that part."

<Hmm? So, what does that mean?>
<Then what was all that about?>
<I don't get it!!>

"I'll explain everything in order. First, let's bring in our guest. She's a very successful Hollywood actress, Mary Tyler-san."

"Hello, everyone."

A stunningly beautiful woman with flowing blonde hair entered the frame.

<Mary-samaaaaaaa!!>
<You're safe!>
<I was so worrieeeeddd>
<Welcome baaaack!!!>

"Thank you for worrying about me. As you can see, I'm fine. Hayate here came to rescue me."

<Huh, so then...>
<It wasn't a kidnapping after all?>
<I told you so>
<Thank goodneeeessss>
<I believed in Hayate all along!!>

The viewers' mood was shifting toward celebration, but a not-insignificant number of people remained unconvinced.

<But, but, what about that?>
<Hayate knocked Mary out with some kind of drug, right?>
<That's illegal if you're not a doctor>
<That was definitely not okay>

"Ah, about that matter..."

"I shall explain that."

With those words, the President of the United States, George Tyler, entered the frame.

<Th, the President!? >
<Is he real?>
<The President is just... wow>
<He finally summoned the US President lol>
<Hayate, how far are you gonna go>

"The scene that looked like Hayate was abducting my daughter, that was on my orders."

<Huh?>
<What? Seriously?>
<A father told him to knock his own daughter out?>

"The truth is... Mary is a huge fan of Hayate. So after she regained consciousness, if she realized she was being carried in his arms, she would have certainly lost her composure. She might have let something unnecessary slip out. I did not want the nation to see my daughter in such a state."

"Ehe. Papa might be right."

The sight of Mary, known as a beautiful and cool-headed actress, blushing and looking down made many of her fans swoon over the gap.

<Sooooo cuuuuteeeee>
<Mary-sama is so adorable>
<Kyaaaaa (*ノдノ)───a>
<I never knew she made faces like that. I love it>

"Therefore, Hayate has done nothing wrong. The drug he used was one I authorized under presidential decision. It has been confirmed that there are no legal issues."

"And that's how it is. Mr. President, thank you for the explanation."

"No, thank you. I am sincerely grateful to you for safely rescuing my precious daughter."

The president offered a handshake, and Hayate accepted.

<Hayate is shaking hands with the President of the United States!!>
<This is a historic moment!!>
<So hypeeeeeddddd>

"That's right, I mustn't forget to say this. I, George Tyler, the 53rd President of the United States of America, do hereby recognize Hayate Shizukuishi as the greatest dungeon explorer and declare that I will fully support his dungeon expeditions for the duration of my term."

<Whaaaaaaa lololol>
<The strongest country just recognized Hayate as the strongest>
<Craaaaazy lolllll>
<Congratulations!!>
<You deserve it! You're worthy of the highest title>
<Congrats!!>
<8888888888888888>
<88888888888888>
<Congrats on being the strongest!>
<Congratulations on being recognized as the greatest explorer!!>

Afterward, in the few minutes before Hayate and the others left the screen and the stream ended, the comments of praise and celebration from the viewers easily surpassed thirty million.
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    "Mary-san. Thank you for what you did earlier."

After the stream ended, Hayate-sama spoke to me.

"Huh, what do you mean?"

Earlier? What did I do?

"When you explained the part about you being my fan, you acted all shy. Thanks to that, a lot of people believed it."

Oh, that.

When I heard that Hayate-sama had been brainwashed by a villain and had used a drug to knock me out, I proposed that story to protect him.

The one my papa explained on the stream, about me being a huge fan of Hayate-sama and that I would lose my composure if I realized he had saved me.

Well, it's not really a story. It's the truth. I really am a fan of Hayate-sama.

But my papa doesn't know that. I haven't told anyone.

"Hehe. You're welcome."

"But are you sure it's okay? It helped me out, but you've worked so long to build your image as a cool actress..."

He's worried about my career. This man is just so precious. I love him.

"It's for the person who saved my life. I'd do this much and more."

I respond with an air of composure, but if I let my guard down for even a second, I feel like I'll burst into tears right now.

My idol is talking to me from so close. I'm just too happy.

Come to think of it, when he came to save me, he held me in his arms just like Rena-san. He was brainwashed, but the fact that he held me doesn't change.

I'm glad it wasn't like that Hisato person, who was just watched until he got back on the ground.

Ah, I can't take it anymore. I want to just confess everything.

That I love you. That I've been a fan for so long.

But I know that would just trouble him.

Havate-sama should be with Rena-san. Someone like me shouldn't get in the way.

Speaking of which, Rena-san is glaring at me from a short distance away. She's probably worried I'll steal Hayate-sama from her.

She's so small and cute.

I could probably win in terms of style and whatnot. But that kind of cuteness is unique to Japanese people, isn't it.

I know full well that Hayate-sama dotes on Rena-san.

As a fan, I don't want to cause him any trouble. I've told myself that over and over again...

But as a fan, I can't suppress this feeling of wanting him to recognize me.

Just a little. I want to check if Hayate-sama has noticed me.

"I really love Japan. So I was happy to be rescued by a Japanese person."

"Is that so? If you ever come to Japan, we'll show you around. Right, Rena?"

"O, of course!"

So it won't be just Hayate-sama. Still, I'm happy because I've made a promise to see him again.

Can I think of us as friends now?

"Thank you. I'll contact you then. Also, I've taken a liking to Japanese tongue-twisters and have been practicing one recently. I want to ask my Japanese friends if I'm saying it right."

"Okay. Which one is it?"

"I'm not very good at tongue-twisters."

I hope they get the hint.

I touch the device on my neck so I can turn off the auto-translation for just the tongue-twister part.

"Um, here I go. 'Tonari no kyaku wa yoku kyaku kuu kyaku da!' How was that? Did I say it right?"

"You're not supposed to eat the customers, you know."

"It's persimmons, persimmons."

"And you made it harder to say by using 'kyaku' instead."

They're both laughing.

So this really works as a joke to make Japanese people laugh.

"I, I made a mistake."

"Sorry for laughing. Come to think of it, one of my oldest fans makes the same mistake as you, Mary-san."

"Huh?"

C, could it be...

"There's someone who comes to watch my streams under the name 'The Customer Next Door Eats Customers Well.' They've been watching me for a long time. At first, I thought they were just messing with me when I had to say their name as a greeting. It's just so hard to pronounce, you know?"

"You used to stumble over it all the time."

"Yeah. But just like Lena, they come to every single one of my streams, and as I tried my best to say their name, my articulation got better. Now I'm grateful to them. Wait, Mary-san? Wh, what's wrong!?"

"Eh?"

I realize I'm crying.

The truth is, I've been watching Hayate-sama's streams using that exact tongue-twister as my username.

I was just so happy that my idol recognized me. Though I'm a little hurt that he thought it was harassment.

But I was so happy when he said he was grateful.

That's it. I'll follow you for the rest of my life!!



    Chapter 60

    60

    "Rena, if you're okay with it, how about we just go straight to Europe?"

I had planned to return to Japan once, but I reconsidered and decided to ask Rena.

"Huh? I, I don't mind... but this is sudden. Why?"

The mission to rescue the trophy in America had ended safely, albeit with a few issues. And in the meantime, it seemed that the rescue of all the people who had been turned into trophies around the world had been completed.

"I wanted to go save the British princess."

"Yeah. But the Chunin already rescued her, right?"

The person who had become a trophy in England was a young princess. Incidentally, there are many professional FWO players in Europe, including several former military personnel, so my heading there was a low priority.

I had been thinking that if anyone in Europe still hadn't been rescued after the American dungeon capture, I would hurry over, but I spent too much time on my activities here.

Apparently, the royal family had made a direct rescue request to my master, the leader of the Iga ninja, and they couldn't wait for me any longer.

So there's no need to rush to Europe. There isn't, but...

"I think if I go back to Japan once, I won't want to go abroad again for a while."

"Ah. I see."

I miss Japanese food. The language barrier is scary.

It's not that I have any complaints about the performance of the translation tool, but it was stressful not knowing what people around me were saying at all when I wasn't wearing it.

I want to go back to Japan so badly.

But if I do go back, my quest to raise my profile around the world and become a man worthy of Rena will be put on hold for the time being.

In America, I was recognized by the president as the greatest dungeon explorer, so I was hoping to get some kind of title in Europe as well.

"If you want to go, Hayate, I'll follow you anywhere. Let's just quickly clear the current most difficult dungeon and make them recognize you as the strongest over there too!"

"Thank you, Rena."

She's too good to me. I feel bad for dragging her along on my whims.

So in return, I'll do my best in combat!!

──＊＊＊──

Once we decided to go to Europe, things moved quickly.

We completed all the arrangements and preparations by evening, left America at 8 PM, and arrived in Germany at 8 AM. The flight time on Rena's supersonic private jet was about five hours. I don't really get time differences.

By the way, we came to Germany because this country is the most advanced in dungeon exploration in Europe. The plan is to raise my profile by clearing a dungeon that no one in such a country has yet conquered.

"Are you doing okay with the jet lag?"

"I feel a little strange."

It was the same when I arrived in America.

"Let's rest up at the hotel. Also, I'm glad we didn't get caught this time."

"Yeah. Seriously."

Getting caught twice would be no joke. It would make me hate traveling by plane.

If I had been caught this time, I was thinking I would take down everyone nearby, escape, and make sure not to get separated from Rena.

──＊＊＊──

"I'm a little tired after all."

As soon as we arrived at the hotel where we would be staying for the day, Rena collapsed onto the bed.

We had come all the way to Germany on a tight schedule. It seemed to be tough even for her, who was used to traveling by plane.

"You must be exhausted. Want me to give you a massage?"

"...Yes, please."

I've never given anyone a massage before. I just said it on a whim.

But if Rena wants one, I'll do it for her.

I recalled the movements of the masseuse Shinonome-san had arranged for me before I went to rescue Rena. That had felt really good.

I think it was something like this...

"Ngh, ah."

Rena let out a voice. It was a little erotic.

"Hayate, ngh. Y, you're good at this."

"You think so? I'm glad."

I am perfectly tracing the movements of a professional. Please enjoy being healed to your heart's content.

I gave her a massage for about ten minutes.

"That felt really good. Thank you, Hayate."

"You're welcome."

I had actually intended to make it so comfortable that Rena would fall asleep...

Unfortunately, I failed.

But I saw Rena's refreshed smile, so let's call it a win.

"It felt so good I almost fell asleep."

"Really? You could have just fallen asleep."

"Because, I want to give you one too, Hayate."

"A massage?"

"Yes. It's okay if you fall asleep, Hayate."

Rena rolled up her sleeves, showing her motivation. My expectations rose a little.

My cute girlfriend is going to give me a massage. Just thinking about it blows away any fatigue.

"Now, please lie down. Hayate-san."

"Okay."

Times like these are happiness.

Rena's weight on top of me as I lie face down is moderately comfortable.

The four-sword style is very taxing on the shoulders. Perhaps because she knows this, it felt amazing that she focused her massage around my shoulders.

"Does this feel good?"

"Yeah."

"Harder?"

"That's just right."

Rena makes minor adjustments while listening to my reactions.

I see... So you're supposed to do it while watching the other person's reaction.

I was just copying the professional's movements. Massages are deeper than I thought.

Getting one from Rena feels really good.

My consciousness began to fade, and eventually, I could no longer answer Rena's questions.
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    "Is the stream working? I think it's being done automatically."

Havate was on screen, inside some dungeon. Rena was next to him.

<Oh, Hayate's stream started>
<I wonder if they're back in Japan>
<Welcome back!!>

"Good morning. It's time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."

<Good morning... hmm?>
<...Huh?>
<Morning?>

Havate always used a greeting appropriate for the time of day when he streamed. The veteran viewers noticed right away.

<So it's morning where they are>
<Are they still in America?>
<But it's like midnight in America>

"Due to various circumstances, we are now in Germany."

"Guten Morgen!"

The current time in Japan was 5 PM. In Germany, where Hayate and the others were, it was 9 AM. That was why he used a morning greeting.

<...What?>
<Huh, seriously? Why Germany?>
<I don't get it lol>
<This is why you need to update your social media!>

Back when Hayate was trying to grow his audience, he updated his social media frequently. For a streamer, traveling abroad is a way to attract attention. Besides, keeping a record of his activities on social media made it easier to expense various things he used for his overseas activities.

But now, his viewers and followers increased on their own without him having to try particularly hard. In addition, being busy with unfamiliar overseas activities, his social media updates had been neglected.

Rena didn't use social media much to begin with. A dedicated team had handled her publicity when she was active as a streamer, but they had also ceased activities since Rena started working with Hayate.

Therefore, neither Hayate nor Rena had posted about coming to Germany on social media.

<Well, whatever. Elena is cute today too>
<guten morgen!>
<Mornin'!>
<You guys adapt way too fast lol>

Viewers who had known Hayate for a long time posted their greetings as if it were perfectly normal.

<They were in America just a little while ago>
<And today they're in Germany!? >
<That's just insane>
<Was it planned beforehand?>
<There's a slight chance they're on a whirlwind trip>
<Yeah, probably that>
<Hayate's actions are always out there>
<Yep, yep. That's Hayate for you>

Even the viewers who had recently started watching this booth were gradually adapting to Hayate's behavior.

"It's a shame we can't see the viewers' comments. We can't communicate with the outside, so even if I brought my own camera, I couldn't do a real-time stream."

"I know what you mean. I want to see the comments too."

<It'd be dangerous even if you could communicate>
<Clearing a dungeon while reading comments is impossible>
<This isn't a game, you know>
<Remember your lives are on the line?>
<Well, these two would probably be fine>
<That's true>
<Anyway, why can't we communicate?>

Various countries have attempted to communicate with the inside of dungeons, but there have been no successful cases yet.

"Well, no use crying over spilled milk. I'm sure everyone is watching, so we'll just clear the dungeon like we always do!"

"Like we always do!"

<Echo Elena is cute>
<That's super moe lol>
<Huh, is this how it's gonna be from now on?>
<I'm a little happy>

Originally, Rena rarely interjected during Hayate's commentary during dungeon clears so as not to get in his way. But now, they were running the channel together. They decided to do something that felt like a pair of explorers, and so the 'echo strategy' was adopted.

"The dungeon we're challenging today is..."

"The Grade 4 'Yellow Dungeon'!"

"Electrical-type monsters appear here."

"Appear here."

"Also, Orbs drop pretty easily."

"We definitely want to get one."

<She's matching the end of her sentences with Hayate's>
<Nice. I really like this kind of thing>
<They've become like a couple streaming channel>
<It was a little different before>
<We were just watching a couple clear a dungeon>
<Well, that was good in its own way lol>
<Their innocent awkwardness was irresistible>

It seemed Hayate and Rena's new policy was well-received by many viewers.

"Alright then, aiming to clear it all..."

""Let's go!""

Their voices joined together at the end, and Hayate and Rena proceeded deeper into the dungeon.
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    "Rena, take care of that enemy in the back."

"Roger!"

I mow down the small fry, and Rena takes out the formidable enemies from a distance. This combination is the strongest for clearing dungeons as a pair.

Apparently, she originally chose the greatbow, with its high power per shot, with the assumption that she would be teaming up with me.

It's powerful but has a low rate of fire, making it a terrible matchup if she were to fight me. Yet she challenged me to PVP over and over. At the time, I just thought she was an easy mark for earning rank points, but thinking about it now, I feel a surge of guilt.

She chose her weapon for my sake, and kept pestering me for low-odds PVP matches just to have a connection with me. It's so sweet and endearing.

"Hayate, what's wrong? Why are you spacing out? Don't tell me you got hit with poison or something!?"

"I'm fine. Sorry for making you worry."

I pat Rena on the head, both to apologize for worrying her and for feeling guilty about the past.

"Thanks for everything, Rena."

"Wh, what's with you all of a sudden?"

She says that, but she doesn't seem to be bothered by it.

"Um... this is being forcibly streamed, so..."

"Yeah. We'll continue later."

When we leave the dungeon and are alone together, Rena always starts to get fidgety.

It's adorable. It makes me want to tease her a little.

Well, I can't restrain myself either and usually end up hugging her right away.

I imagined what we'd do after leaving the dungeon for a moment, then continued deeper inside with Rena.

"Ah, Hayate. Looks like someone's here."

"Yeah, just one person."

Up ahead, there was someone fighting a monster.

In the game FWO, it was possible for another player to attack a monster someone else was fighting and deal damage. However, this was considered bad manners, so generally, people didn't target enemies that were already engaged.

Incidentally, since you gained experience for skill points and drop items based on the damage dealt, mages who could use wide-area magic attacks sometimes cooperated with other parties to take on dozens of monsters at once.

Swordsmen often fought one-on-one, so they generally didn't try to steal someone else's kill.

That's why we were about to go around the person ahead of us and move on.

"Ah, wait, Hayate. That person looks like they're in trouble!"

Just as we were about to take another route, Rena noticed something was wrong.

The person fighting the monster was a female explorer. She had turned her back to the monster and started to run. A large humanoid monster was chasing her.

"Rena, can you get a shot?"

"Yeah!"

Rena nocked an arrow, drew her bow, and released.

Her attack successfully stopped the monster that was closing in on the woman.

I had started running at the same time the arrow was loosed, and I reached the woman's side to face the monster. Good, I made it in time.

"Are you alright?"

"Y, yes."

She doesn't seem to be injured. And she understood my Japanese.

She looked like a beautiful foreign woman, so I was a little surprised by her Japanese reply.

"Is it alright if I take this guy out?"

"I'm sorry. Please do."

The fact that we could have this exchange so smoothly might mean that this person was also an FWO player. Back in the game, there was a time when I would find players struggling with a tough enemy, defeat the monster for them, and be thanked for it.

The humanoid monster changed its target to me and lunged.

Its fists were clad in lightning. Getting hit by that would be bad.

I parry the attack with the earth-attribute kukri equipped on my right manipulator.

At the same time, I tried to slash with the Magic Sealing Sword on my left manipulator, but...

My attack was deflected by the monster's backhand.

But this was exactly what I had intended. I know this thing's attack patterns.

Most people set their joints to be loose so that damage doesn't transfer to the main body when they're counterattacked, but I had locked the manipulator's joints from the start, assuming it would be deflected.

By doing this, I can use my legs as a pivot and rotate using the enemy's strength.

"Eight-Strike Spinning Slash!"

I spun sideways twice, slicing the enemy with a flurry of blows from my four swords.

With my current equipment, I won't struggle with an enemy of this level.

By the way, the Eight-Strike Spinning Slash I used to defeat the monster is a four-sword style skill. If you can time it perfectly with an enemy's attack like I just did, it counts as a counter and its attack power increases significantly.

However, judging by the feel of it, I didn't even need to activate the skill. The woman seemed to have dealt a lot of damage already, and I hardly got any experience for my skill points. She was probably just a little bit away from defeating it herself.

I offer my hand to the woman who had collapsed on the ground and help her up.

"Did you run out of healing potions or something?"

"That's right. I came this far with a safety margin, but I unexpectedly got into a series of battles..."

She came to a Grade 4 dungeon alone, and after being rescued, she calmly answered my questions. She must have been a pretty strong player back in FWO.

"Should we escort you to the exit? The Return Feather hasn't been implemented yet."

Normally, I'd give her a healing potion and say goodbye, but this is currently the most difficult dungeon available. And the penalty for being defeated is too dangerous. It's not that I'm helping her because she's a woman, but I'd really like to see a skilled person who can come this far alone continue to be successful.

"I'm so sorry. If it's possible, please."

"It's no problem. Rena, is it okay if we go to the exit?"

"Of course it is. We're only on the third floor."

When I checked with Rena, who had arrived a little later, she immediately agreed.

After that, Rena and I escorted the woman to the dungeon exit, and then began our challenge to conquer the dungeon once more.
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    The Illustrator, Rururoro

    I'm in a very good mood today.

Something I had always dreamed of, something I thought would be absolutely impossible, has come true.

"...Hayate-kun was so cool."

The person I thought was in America was, for some reason, here in Germany.

Ever since FWO was a game, I had been watching Hayate-kun's streams. I couldn't take my eyes off him and his reckless antics. When I started working after watching his streams, my own art somehow felt more vibrant.

Havate-kun's actions always gave me inspiration. It was Hayate-kun who gave me the spark to awaken my art when my follower count had stagnated at around 800,000. I had always wanted to thank him someday.

And I was temporarily allowed to join his party.

Well, to put it mildly, it was the best. I got to see his combat up close.

Havate-kun's heroic figure is still burned into my memory. As soon as I got back, I drew up several rough sketches.

I think all of them successfully capture that 'is he even human!?' feeling of his.

I couldn't have drawn this picture just by watching through a screen. If I finish this, it might sell for a pretty good price.

Well, I'm not going to sell it. I'm going to make this my treasure.

What was a little disappointing was that I was in a position to be protected by Hayate-kun.

I really wanted to stand next to him and fight, just like Elena-chan. I wanted Hayate-kun to know that I can fight too. I looked up to him and became a reasonably strong solo explorer, but...

The real-world dungeons aren't as forgiving as the game. I really thought I was going to die today.

I still can't believe he showed up in such a pinch.

"He was so cool."

The same words came out of my mouth twice.

Of course, I know he's Elena-chan's boyfriend. I'm satisfied just having been able to see him up close. I have to think that way. Besides, I always thought so from watching the streams, but Elena-chan is really, really cute. I think they're a perfect couple.

I ended up interrupting their expedition. I'm sorry.

Since it's being forcibly streamed, I was too scared of being identified to tell them my pen name.

I didn't even say I was a fan. I wanted to talk with them more.

I'm confident I could have had a lively conversation with Hayate-kun and the others, even about things from when FWO was a game. It's not something I should admit, but I was so engrossed in FWO that I neglected my illustration work. I was actually a pretty high-level ranker.

Right now, I'm so excited from being able to fight alongside Hayate-kun that my hand won't stop drawing.

Ideas are just pouring out. It's so much fun.

I went to the dungeon today because I thought that by putting myself in the same environment as Hayate-kun, who is working so hard at clearing dungeons, I might get some motivation from him.

I never thought I'd meet the real thing. And he even saved me.

That time will surely be a memory I'll cherish for the rest of my life.

Because I received motivation from Hayate-kun, I was putting all my effort into my work.

──Ah, it's a call from my editor in Japan.

"Hello. This is Rururoro."

"Good evening. This is sudden, but I called today because I have something to report to you, sensei."

"What is it?"

"Incredibly, 'Iroha,' the series for which you are doing the illustrations, sensei, has surpassed thirty million copies in total circulation!!"

"Oh! That's wonderful news. And thank you."

It's an interesting story, so I was sure it would sell well.

To sell that many copies without an anime or live-action adaptation is amazing.

"Yes, and regarding that... I know you must be busy, but I was hoping you might be able to finish the illustrations for volume 14 soon."

"What? I just emailed them to you. Did you not receive them?"

"Eh... What!?"

My editor was incredibly surprised.

I can't blame her. I usually only start working after she's reminded me about five times. For some reason, it takes me a very long time to get started.

But this time, I'm different. Because I got my motivation from Hayate-kun and his friends.

Come to think of it, I wonder if my editor watches his streams?

If she did, she'd probably scold me for doing something dangerous, so it's a good thing she hasn't seen it.

"Ah, um. Yes, I've confirmed that they've arrived. It was my mistake for not checking. I'm sorry. The quality is also amazing. You've perfectly expressed our specifications. I don't think there will be any revisions. Thank you. ...But, what on earth happened? Why is Rururoro-sensei suddenly in such a motivated mode?"

My editor knows my personality well.

"Hehe. A lot of things happened, that's all."
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    Hayate and Rena had reached the seventh floor of the Grade 4 'Yellow Dungeon.'

"Rena, break that pot over there."

"Okay!"

In a distant corridor, a pot was placed alongside some wood fragments. Rena accurately shot the pot Hayate pointed at, triggering a trap set in the corridor and impaling the monsters directly above it.

"Your knowledge of dungeons is amazing, Hayate. I didn't know about that trap. It's not on any of the strategy sites, is it?"

"Probably not. You can get Orbs from the small fry monsters here at a low rate, so I spent a lot of time here back when it was a game. Because of that, I have a pretty good grasp of how to efficiently defeat monsters. By the way, it's more of a gimmick than a trap. It won't activate unless you hit it from more than ten meters away."

"I'm curious how you, a close-combat weapon specialist, figured that out... but anyway, since this is being streamed, that gimmick is definitely going to be on the strategy sites now."

This scene was being forcibly broadcast to the world.

Not just this gimmick, but Hayate had been generously sharing information throughout his dungeon explorations. From the beginning, he had no intention of keeping the knowledge necessary for dungeon clearing a secret for his own benefit. He believed it would be good if the information he shared helped people clear dungeons more safely.

Currently, due to the Goddess's power, the settings of the game FWO were being reflected in the real world. The development company of FWO was aware of this and had released all information, including hidden settings, for the common good of the entire world.

However, the amount of information was vast, and apart from a few who were seriously aiming to clear dungeons, it wasn't widely viewed. In the first place, the dungeon settings could be changed at the Goddess's whim, and in fact, the mid-boss in the Grade 3 'Spring Dungeon,' the water dragon Leviathan, had been changed to a fake Hayate.

Explorers around the world were trying to gather information about dungeons by watching Hayate's streams rather than reading the official information from the developers.

Hayate and the others didn't know it yet, but on the stream's comment section and social media, many people were calling him things like 'the walking FWO strategy guide.'

"The Orbs really aren't dropping, are they."

"Well, you get maybe one for every thousand you defeat. If you're aiming for drops from small fry, it's better to be a sage class and just spam area-of-effect magic. The Orb drop rate from the mid-boss here is high, so I used to defeat the mid-boss and then farm the enemies around here while it respawned. I always do it that way."

"I watched that stream too! But that wasn't this dungeon, was it?"

Hayate had done several grueling streams in the past when FWO was a game, where he would keep streaming until he got an Orb, an item for strengthening equipment.

But that wasn't all.

Just because he wasn't streaming, it didn't mean he wasn't farming. Hayate had farmed mid-bosses and final bosses countless times.

"I'll farm anywhere until I get a rare item."

"I see. So, why didn't you stream those farming sessions on a sub-channel?"

"Is there a demand for a stream of someone just killing the same monster over and over?"

"I would have watched. You could have streamed for ten hours and I would have been fine with it. I would have loved to have Hayate's stream playing in the background while I studied or something."

"The 'for work' kind of thing, huh. Even if there's a demand, being watched by someone for ten hours straight would be tough for me. Besides, if I streamed everything down to gathering materials for my equipment, I might get countered in PVP."

"I see. That's certainly true."

"On the other hand, you didn't do much material-gathering streams, Rena."

Rena had hardly ever farmed small fry monsters.

"I had a team that would gather items and things for me."

"Whoa, seriously?"

"In return, I worked hard on crafting gambits."

Gambits were extremely difficult pieces of equipment to craft, requiring one to raise their 'Dexterity Level' stat by endlessly combining and crafting items.

In FWO, there were two types of players. There were those who holed up in dungeons, gathered items, sold what they didn't need, and left equipment crafting to others. Then there were players who didn't defeat monsters to gather items themselves, but instead bought materials on the market and crafted them into other high-value items to make money.

Havate sometimes crafted his own equipment but was generally the former type. Rena was the latter.

"Speaking of which, Rena, are you going to craft any gambits this time?"

"I'm thinking I'd like to. It would lessen the burden on you, Hayate. Right now, you're always protecting me, but I think they'll become necessary from here on out."

"Maybe so. The market is getting well-stocked too, so maybe doing a crafting stream once in a while is an option."

"Leave the crafting streams to me! I've done a ton of them. I think my fans would enjoy that too."

"Sounds good. Our viewership has grown, so let's do more than just dungeon clearing!"

"Let's do it!"
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    Stream Chat

    <Elena's gonna do a crafting stream!>
<Oh! Hell yeah!>
<That's a different kind of fun from Hayate's rampage>

While some viewers were excited about Rena's announcement...

<Huh? Just making items, right?>
<What's so interesting about that?>
<Hayate's dungeon streams are way better>
<If it's a crafting stream, I probably won't watch>

There were also many viewers who weren't interested if it wasn't a dungeon clear.

<Idiots>
<Do you guys not know how to enjoy FWO?>
<That was a truly god-tier game>
<The cheaters were annoying though>
<C's pop up in any game, can't be helped>

<So, how do you enjoy FWO?>
<Isn't it just about clearing dungeons?>

As if he could hear the comments section, Hayate began to speak at that very moment.

"Ah, right. For those who don't know about Far World Online, let me explain. This game, which was known by the abbreviation FWO, captivated over 100 million players as a god-tier game because of its freedom."

"Freedom of clothing, freedom of hairstyle. As long as you cleared the minimum terms of service, you could have any appearance you wanted. The character design was so fun!"

"There were so, so many weapons, magic spells, and fighting styles, you could fight exactly how you imagined. By the way, there were four ways to get new equipment like weapons."

"You could get them as rare drops from defeating monsters in a dungeon. You could buy them from the official dungeon store. Or you could get them from the gacha in the same official store."

"The last one is to gather the materials yourself and create it."

<But other games have that much, right?>
<Seems pretty standard>
<From what I'm hearing, sounds normal, doesn't it?>

"And this is where FWO gets amazing. Incredibly, players could also create the recipes for crafting equipment."

<Huh?>
<Players create the crafting recipes?>
<No way, that's impossible>
<The management would be in trouble if people could create whatever they wanted>

Viewers who didn't know FWO couldn't believe it.

In a game with 100 million players, if recipes could be freely created, the amount of data that would need to be managed would become enormous. If the amount of data became too large, the cost of running the servers would be too high. It would put even more strain on a full-dive MMORPG that already had a large amount of data. Normally, it would become a game that couldn't be played properly.

"Players create crafting recipes. What made this possible was the 'Element System,' devised by a genius named Okabe Sadaharu-san, and the recipe appropriateness judgment AI, 'Tsukuruno.'"

"All materials that can be obtained in FWO are composed of several types of elements."

"By combining elements extracted from materials, you can create new items that aren't in any recipe, but the player sets what kind of item it will be, its properties, effects, durability, and so on, and submits it to Tsukuruno for approval."

"If that application is approved, then a new item is officially born!"

<What is that, that's amazing>
<Seriously lol>
<Sounds super interesting!!>
<I don't know FWO, but that's incredible>
<Sadaharu-san is the leading expert in AI development, right?>
<So that's the kind of person who made this game>

"By the way, when you succeed in creating a new item, the player's name of the creator is recorded in the item's description."

<You can become a creator god!!>
<So FWO was a game where you could become a god>
<Ah. So that's what they mean by god-tier game>
<The players can change the world>
<When you think of it that way, it sounds fun>

"And this is the most important part. In FWO, there was a world ranking for dungeon clear rate, but there was also a ranking for the number of items created. And the 7th ranked player in the world, who created well over 1000 new items, and was by far the number one creator in the world for automatically controlled equipment. That, is Rena right here."

"Ahem! Impressive, right?"

<That's insane>
<Elena is amazing lol>
<She's the goddess of creation>
<So she was working harder on that than clearing dungeons>

The comment section was buzzing with excitement. Among them were voices like this.

<I thought Hayate was the crazy one, but his partner wasn't normal either>
<But in a way, they're a good match>

And then, people started to realize something.

<Hmm? Wait a minute>
<The strongest explorer and the greatest creator have teamed up, haven't they?>
<They can get any material>
<They don't need rare drops. Because they can create them>
<They're already a god-tier pair!!>

People had realized that a pair that could gather materials and process them at the highest level had been born.

The strongest streamers who used the four-sword style had been prioritizing the rescue of trophies until now, so they had not yet started to seriously clear dungeons. It was easy to imagine that this would change significantly in the future.

<I'm getting interested in the crafting stream>
<She's gonna be a creation goddess in real life too lol>
<This is a must-watch>

"By the way, my item creation count is only 7. I tried pretty hard while streaming, but Tsukuruno just wouldn't approve them."

"Your settings are too sloppy, Hayate. You need to think more carefully about the properties of the constituent elements. Those 7 you managed to create were mostly approved by sheer luck."

<She's checked up on him completely lol>
<She really likes Hayate-kun>
<Useless Hayate-shi needs to be taught by Elena-sensei>
<You will address her as Goddess Elena>
<Looking forward to you two's crafting stream!!>

With this turn of events, there were almost no people left who wouldn't be watching the crafting stream.
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    "Well, it's time for the final boss. Do you remember its weaknesses and attack patterns?"

"Of course. This boss drops valuable electrical materials, so I used to farm it too."

On the top floor of the Grade 4 'Yellow Dungeon,' Rena and I were about to challenge the boss.

The mid-bosses had been the same as in FWO.

I wonder if only the Grade 3 dungeon was changed after all?

Maybe the specifications were specially changed at that time because the people who had been abducted as trophies were in the Spring Dungeon.

Well, whether the boss has been changed or not, I will clear this dungeon while perfectly protecting Rena. That's all I need to do.

"Alright, let's go."

"Okay!"

Rena and I entered the boss room together.

The boss of the Yellow Dungeon was...

"It hasn't changed."

"Yeah. It's the Thunder Beast."

A four-legged beast shrouded in lightning. It was about three meters tall.

What you had to watch out for was its speed. Also, if you used a melee weapon without the proper attributes, you would get shocked and your body would go numb, whether you were attacking or being attacked. There were other monsters in the Yellow Dungeon with similar properties, but the Thunder Beast's electricity required the highest level of insulation equipment currently available. It was recommended to defeat it with long-range attacks.

This was the monster I struggled with the most in the early days of FWO.

But now I have Rena. And I've prepared a weapon specifically for this guy.

"Can I leave the <<Lightning Strike Countermeasures>> to you?"

"Okay!"

Rena began her preparations. I charged towards the Thunder Beast.

The Thunder Beast, recognizing us as enemies, entered a combat stance.

First comes the roar.

Getting hit by it will paralyze your body for two seconds, but I deliberately take this one. It's possible to avoid it by jumping high, but that would cause the attack to hit Rena.

If the vanguard takes the hit, the roar doesn't affect the rear guard.

It's fine to take the first roar. Because the Thunder Beast will enter a three-second charge animation for its next attack. There's no need to force a defense.

During that time, Rena was preparing to finish off the Thunder Beast.

In just a few seconds, Rena drove three special arrows into the floor in the center of the boss room at equal intervals. The area inside the triangle formed by the three arrows would be the kill zone for the Thunder Beast. I had to push it into that spot. But if I could do that, victory was certain.

We deliberately didn't discuss our strategy, because it would be a problem if we panicked when the boss wasn't the Thunder Beast.

Even so, with just a slight instruction from me, Rena takes the necessary actions to defeat the Thunder Beast. I'm so grateful. There's no wasted motion, and clearing dungeons with her is just too much fun.

"This is good, right!?"

"Yeah, perfect!"

"Then I'm leaving <<That>> to you!"

A powerful, all-directional lightning attack is coming.

I thrust the 'Thunder Transmission Swords' in both hands in front of my body, and stabbed the swords held by both manipulators into the ground behind me.

The strong lightning released from the Thunder Beast was absorbed by the Thunder Transmission Swords, traveled through the cables to the Thunder Transmission Swords held by the manipulators, and then was discharged into the ground.

The truth is, the Thunder Transmission Sword doesn't have enough insulation performance to defeat the Thunder Beast. It's more of a weapon for using electrical attacks. It's a weapon for sending electricity generated by a power-generating item through a cable to the sword for an attack.

Normally, it would be tough to face the Thunder Beast with this weapon. If you can't properly channel the electricity into the ground, you'll get electrocuted.

But to clear the Grade 4 dungeon faster than anyone else in Europe and raise my profile, I needed to push myself a little.

So, I prepared four Thunder Transmission Swords.

I connect all four of them, and when attacking or receiving an attack from the Thunder Beast, I make sure to have at least one of them stabbed into the ground. This way, I can fight without getting electrocuted.

Electricity is drawn to pointed objects. The Thunder Transmission Sword I thrust forward acts as a lightning rod.

If I flinch even a little and the tip of the sword wavers, it won't act as a lightning rod.

I had to endure the blinding lightning strike without fail.

I really can't recommend this to the general viewers...

As I thought that, I pushed the Thunder Beast back.

I defended against all its attacks, the swipes from its forearms, the thrusts from its sharp tail, and the occasional area-of-effect attack, and somehow made it to the center of the boss room.

I've dealt a lot of damage, but this thing recovers its health over time.

What's particularly dangerous is its full health recovery from a lightning strike. That was the most troublesome part.

"Hayate! It's coming!!"

"Yeah! I'm counting on you."

All I can do now is believe in Rena. It's alright. She can do it.

The Thunder Beast let out a great roar and looked up at the sky.

The center of the boss area. If you look up from there, you can see the sky.

Lightning came down towards the Thunder Beast.

──!!?

The Thunder Beast is clearly confused.

The lightning that was supposed to strike it split into three in the sky and traveled to the special arrows stuck in the ground, and from there it flowed into the ground.

The special arrows Rena used have the effect of connecting the arrows with an invisible line and conducting electricity. However, since one arrow isn't enough to sufficiently disperse the lightning that the Thunder Beast brings down, she chose a method of dispersing it into three.

By the way, the most difficult part of this method is hitting the lightning that falls from the sky at high speed with the special arrows to disperse it. From my perspective as someone who doesn't use long-range weapons, it's a divine feat.

Rena brilliantly shot through the lightning. She said she can time it by the Thunder Beast's movements, but even so, it's amazing.

Now it's my turn.

I'll chip away all the health of the Thunder Beast, which failed to recover with the lightning strike.

I dodge its counterattack and slash with the swords in both hands. The Thunder Beast tried to create distance, so I flew after it with the power of my manipulators and slashed. Dodge, slash. Chase, evade, slash. I keep slashing and slashing and slashing.

However, due to the need to keep one Thunder Transmission Sword stabbed into the ground at all times for electrocution countermeasures, it's difficult to rotate and my power doesn't increase.

"This is bad, it's going to recover."

Maybe the strategy of fighting with the Thunder Transmission Swords was a bit of a stretch.

Just as I decided I couldn't finish it off and started thinking about running away...

A flash of purple lightning. A super powerful attack blew away half of the Thunder Beast's body.

"...Seriously?"

I turned around to see a smiling Rena jogging towards me.

"Th, that was amazing, Rena."

"That's because you had already worn it down so much, Hayate. And with that much charge time, a result like this is only natural. More importantly."

Rena looks up at me. She's asking for <<the usual>>.

"Thanks for the support. I was starting to think about giving up and running away this time. Hitting that lightning strike was brilliant too."

I gently pat her head while fixing her slightly messy hair.

"Your flurry of attacks was amazing too, Hayate!"

Her smile is dazzling. She's just the cutest.

I want to get back to the hotel quickly and praise each other's actions. Because of the forced streaming, Rena is being reserved now, but when we're alone, she gives me detailed praise for my actions during the dungeon clear.

I quite like that time. I want to say a lot of good things about Rena too.

While trying to hold back a grin from imagining what we'll do after we're alone, I left the boss room with Rena.
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    On the way back to the hotel from the Yellow Dungeon, I suddenly remembered something.

"There's a famous castle around here, isn't there?"

When you think of Germany, you think of that castle. We're currently in Füssen, Bavaria.

I know there's a famous castle here because it was in a tourist pamphlet. But I can't remember the name.

"The castle you're thinking of is probably right near here, Hayate."

"Um, what was the name again?"

"Neuschwanstein Castle. It's the castle that's said to be the model for Cinderella's Castle."

"That's the one! By the way, if it's close, maybe we could go take a look..."

Part of me wants to be alone with Rena as soon as possible, but since we've come all this way, I'd like to see the famous castle too.

"I don't mind. I've been there a few times, so I can show you around."

"Awesome!"

"Ah, but. You might be disappointed."

"Huh, why?"

Rena looks back.

There, the Yellow Dungeon we had just cleared stood tall, soaring into the sky.

"Hayate, look at this."

Rena shows me her smartphone.

On the screen was Neusch... Neuschwa? That famous castle.

"Yeah, I want to go here. I'd love to see it from this angle if possible!"

It was the perfect angle, the very picture of a castle. I think it's the most beautiful view.

I want to see it with my own eyes, not just in photos or videos.

But for some reason, Rena's expression is dark.

"Don't you notice? The surrounding scenery and stuff. Look closely."

Huh? What does she mean?

As I was wondering, Rena moved the smartphone a little away from me.

The mountain line in the background and the image on the smartphone matched up perfectly.

Huh. N, no way...

"This photo was taken... could it be from right here!?"

"That's right. The Goddess made that dungeon appear between the famous spot where you can take the most beautiful pictures of Neuschwanstein Castle and the castle itself."

"What? Seriously?"

"And it's not just here. Dungeons have also appeared next to world-famous structures and World Heritage sites."

I had just learned a shocking fact.

"Don't people from all over the world complain about that?"

"There are voices of dissatisfaction. It's still okay here in Germany, but countries that rely on income from tourists who come to see World Heritage sites as a means of acquiring foreign currency are in a lot of trouble."

Apparently, there have been numerous special reports on the news.

Lately, I've been so busy clearing dungeons that I haven't been keeping up with that kind of thing at all.

"I was kind of looking forward to it since we were coming to Germany..."

It's not that I'm a huge fan of castles.

But since we came all this way, I wanted to see a world-famous place.

"I wanted to go sightseeing with you to various places too, Hayate. But in most countries, dungeons are destroying the tourist attractions. By the way, this place is one of the better ones. In the worst places, dungeons are actually cutting into World Heritage sites. There are places like that in Japan too."

"Seriously?"

I couldn't forgive the Goddess for abducting Rena and turning her into a trophy.

But it was also the Goddess who made it possible for me to use the four-sword style in this real world. In that respect, I was also grateful. Since Rena and all the other people who had become trophies were rescued safely, my anger towards the Goddess had faded.

And yet...

My hatred for the Goddess has built up again.

I like to travel. When I go to various places and experience the rich culture and nature of the land, I feel like my own world expands.

I prefer domestic travel to overseas, though. The language barrier is still scary. But traveling abroad with Rena is fun.

I wanted to go to various places with her when things calmed down.

The Goddess has crushed my date plans with Rena.

Apparently, the World Heritage sites haven't been completely destroyed, so you can still go up close and inside in many places, but...

When it comes to a famous place, you want to see it from the spot where it looks the best, right?

And it's not just that the tourist attractions have been destroyed.

I don't want to entrust the world to a god who abducts people on a whim and turns them into trophies for clearing dungeons.

I should defeat the Goddess.

I vaguely thought about it. I have no plan or anything.

"The final goal might be to defeat the Goddess."

The words slipped out of my mouth naturally. Hearing them, Rena looked surprised.

"That's unexpected. I thought you were on friendly terms with the Goddess, Hayate."

"I was angry from the moment she turned you into a trophy, Rena."

"That's been resolved now, and if we defeat the Goddess, you might not be able to use the four-sword style anymore. So I thought you wouldn't be interested in that."

"I don't know if we can actually defeat her, but the situation where the Goddess can freely change this world is not good. Because depending on the Goddess's mood, the world could be destroyed tomorrow."

I don't want to lose the ability to use the four-sword style.

But more than that, I want a future where I can be with Rena!

On that day, when I realized that the Goddess was messing up the world more than I had thought, I embraced the goal of one day defeating her.
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    There were signs.

By the time we were on Rena's plane heading for Japan, a warning had come from the Shinonome Group's AI.

The police were waiting at the airport.

But I hadn't done anything wrong, and trying to run away felt like I was admitting to some wrongdoing. So when Rena asked if we should change our scheduled landing airport and escape, I told her we didn't need to do that.

Why should I have to run away?

Besides, so what if the police are at the airport? Why is the conversation proceeding on the assumption that I'm the one who's going to be arrested?

Their target might be Rena or someone else.

If Rena were to be arrested by the police, I would use all the power I have now to save her. In the first place, she's the young lady of one of the four great zaibatsu, so Rena will surely be fine.

That's what I thought.

And this is the result.

I was put in a detention cell.

"Not again..."

What's different from the time in America is that my body isn't restrained.

At the airport, I was surrounded by three police officers as I got off Rena's private jet and was arrested on suspicion of violating the 'Dungeon Protection Act.'

What's the Dungeon Protection Act? Was there such a thing?

Apparently, the problem is that I've been clearing dungeons without permission.

Well, now that they mention it, that makes sense.

All the dungeons have appeared on land owned by someone, and I had entered them without permission. If they call it trespassing, I have no choice but to admit it.

...Seriously? I really messed up.

I had been entering dungeons with the same mindset as when FWO was a game.

The Black Dungeon that appeared at the high school was a gray area, but the Gray Dungeon I cleared after that had appeared on private land. That's what was apparently out of bounds.

But still, Japan is nice.

They properly tell you the charges. During the interrogation, they even served me katsudon. And there are no restraints.

In America, they just yelled at me without me understanding anything and immobilized me. Foreign countries are seriously scary. Well, that was David's fault, though.

There's a bed in the Japanese detention cell, and a toilet too...

No, I really don't want to use this. I want to get out as soon as possible.

I think in times like these, I should ask for a lawyer, right? Even if you don't have money, you should be able to get a consultation for the first time. I was a little flustered during the interrogation because it was my first arrest, so I couldn't bring myself to say it.

Alright. When the next guard comes on patrol, I'll ask them to call a lawyer.

"Number 008, out. You have a visitor."

Number 008 is my name here.

I was about to ask for a lawyer, but a visitor...

Could it be that Rena came because she was worried? In that case, maybe it's better to ask Rena for a lawyer.

Thinking that, I followed the prison guard.

"Nice to meet you. You're Shizukuishi Hayate-kun, I presume."

The person in the visitation room wasn't Rena. It was someone I'd seen on TV.

"If I'm not mistaken, you're the Chief Cabinet Secretary."

"I'm Hirata. A pleasure."

This is a seriously important person. Why is he in a place like this?

And he was alone. The prison guard was gone too.

"First, I want to apologize to you."

"Huh?"

Hirata-san suddenly stood up on the other side of the acrylic wall and bowed his head to me.

"U, um, I don't understand."

"This time, due to my lack of power, I allowed you to be arrested. I am truly sorry."

"...What do you mean?"

"Let me explain in order. First, Hayate-kun, who do you think runs the country?"

"Um, politicians?"

"The people choose the politicians, so it is generally said that the people run the country. The people hold the power. That is what democracy is originally supposed to be."

"Originally, meaning it's actually different?"

"That's right, this country's democracy has long been over. You've heard the term 'upper-class citizen,' I'm sure."

"Ah, yes."

Super rich people, or people with power, right? They say things like 'he won't be arrested because he's an upper-class citizen.'

"Those upper-class citizens decide all of this country's policies. The politicians chosen by the people have no right to decide policies. The enactment of the Dungeon Protection Act, which was one of the reasons for your arrest this time, was also decided by the upper-class citizens."

Wait, but does that mean the Shinonome Group is also involved?

Rena is an upper-class citizen too, right?

"No way, Shinonome-san..."

"The president of the Shinonome Group and his daughter, Shinonome Rena, also fall under the category of upper-class citizens. You're dating her, aren't you? Rest assured. She has not betrayed you."

"What do you mean?"

"The Shinonome Group naturally has influence in the political world. However, compared to the other three zaibatsu, its power is not as great. They have built up a position comparable to the others through financial power, not through backroom dealings in the political world. This time too, the politicians affiliated with the Shinonome Group opposed the establishment of the Dungeon Protection Act, believing it would become a hindrance to your future activities. But they were in the minority, so they couldn't fight it."

I see. So Shinonome-san is on my side.

Just knowing that makes me feel a little lighter.

"Getting back to the topic, what is the connection between the upper-class citizens who made that law and my arrest?"

"The upper-class citizens who don't belong to the Shinonome Group want to get their hands on the dungeons, which are expected to be a source of abundant resources. And they have always been targeting you, who has the power to easily clear those dungeons. They were waiting for a chance to make you their own, Hayate-kun. It seems that because you have been acting together with Shinonome Rena recently, the other zaibatsu couldn't make a move."

I thought I was protecting Rena, but it seems she was the one protecting me.

"Frustrated by their inability to secure you, Hayate-kun, the three zaibatsu other than Shinonome created the Dungeon Protection Act and forcibly separated you from Shinonome Rena upon your return from abroad."

"What? D, did they really make a law just for that!?"

"The upper-class citizens have judged that you are worth that much."

Th, that's a little embarrassing to be told. I don't like being arrested or ordered around, though.

"As I said earlier, the politics of this country are controlled by the upper-class citizens. The current Prime Minister and I are considered to be affiliated with the Saionji Group, but in reality, we are acting under instructions from the president of the Shinonome Group."

Whoa! So the Prime Minister and the Chief Cabinet Secretary are on my side!!

The Shinonome Group is amazing.

"But please don't misunderstand, the Prime Minister and I cannot openly support you. If it were revealed that we are affiliated with the Shinonome Group, we would be immediately forced out of office over some fabricated scandal. The zaibatsu have the power to do that. What we usually do is just report the behind-the-scenes movements of the political world to Shinonome-sama. This time, I've bought a little time by saying I would negotiate, but if there's no progress in a week, you will be transferred to one of the zaibatsu."

"R, really?"

"The Saionji Group has lost power due to the Saionji Hisato incident. Right now, the Hojo Group and the Nagumo Group are keeping each other in check, so they haven't made a move, but they will eventually move to secure you. Before that happens, there is something we absolutely want you to do, Hayate-kun. In the process, you will be able to clear dungeons for a while."

Whoa! That's a relief.

"What is it that you want me to do?"

If it's something I can do, it's probably related to dungeons.

It will probably be an indirect request from Shinonome-san, so clearing the mission should also lead to him approving of my relationship with Rena.

I'll do anything. Leave it to me!

"Hayate-kun, I want you to kill the Goddess."
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    "...What?"

I was prepared to do just about anything, but being told to kill a god was beyond my expectations.

"When you say god, do you mean the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world?"

"That’s right. I have been ordered by the god who has existed in this country since ancient times to kill the Goddess."

What? A god from ancient times?

I was about to ask what he meant, but a knock on the door interrupted me.

"I imagine you have many questions, but we are short on time. Please hear the details from my subordinate."

As Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirata stood up, the door to my area opened. It wasn't the prison guard who had brought me here, but a man in a suit who entered.

"I’ll leave the rest to you."

"Understood. Shizukuishi-sama, this way, please."

I followed the man who was guiding me.

This person’s presence had been faint until the very moment he knocked. The way he walked was also a bit peculiar. He was probably a ninja. And a rather strong one at that.

We took an elevator to the rooftop. A helicopter was waiting there.

Um, are we traveling in this? It was my first time, and I was a little excited.

Once I was aboard the helicopter, the man went to the cockpit. I was told to sit next to him.

I put on the headset he handed me. It was just like the ones I’d seen in movies. I had always wondered why people wore them, but apparently, the propeller noise was so loud that you couldn't have a proper conversation inside without them.

We took off with a sensation slightly different from that of an airplane.

"My apologies for the late introduction. I am Kiyohara, an aide to the Chief Cabinet Secretary."

"I’m Shizukuishi. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"You may have already noticed, but I am also an Iga ninja."

"I thought so."

He was probably a Jonin. The caliber of his aura was different from a Chunin.

"May I brief you on the details of the current mission?"

"Yes. Please."

"First, the ultimate objective is the subjugation of the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world."

I had a concern that defeating the Goddess might cause the dungeons to disappear, making it impossible for me to use the four-sword style. But in Germany, I had just resolved in my heart to one day defeat her.

Still, I had no idea how one could defeat a god. I decided to listen to the rest of his explanation for now.

"Understood. But why is it necessary to defeat the Goddess? I heard from Hirata-san that a god in this country ordered it."

"As has been passed down in myths since ancient times, gods do exist in Japan. The Goddess has created a dungeon in a part of the sacred domain where that god resides."

From the sound of his voice, I didn't think he was lying.

"So there really are gods in this country."

"Yes. However, it is not the eight million gods of folklore. Only a single deity exists. That one deity is said to have split into numerous emanations to help people, gathering faith from all over Japan. We are currently heading to the god who founded this nation."

"This direction... Kyoto? No, is it Shimane? So, something like Izumo Grand Shrine?"

"Precisely. October is called Kannazuki, the month without gods, when it is said all the gods from across the country leave to gather in Izumo. In reality, the god gathers the emanations that have exhausted their divine power, replenishes their strength, and sends them back out across Japan to protect the country once more. The god has continued this for over 2,700 years."

"So the Goddess’s dungeon appeared in the home of the god who has been working hard to protect Japan. And that’s why the god is angry."

I understood the general background. Now for the main point.

"Hirata-san said that if I accept the request to defeat the Goddess, I'll be able to explore dungeons for a while. What did he mean by that?"

"The zaibatsu are descendants of those who received power from Japan’s god and built their fortunes with it. Even now, the god holds great influence over the zaibatsu."

"I see. So to ensure I can accept the god's request, you’ll have the god tell the zaibatsu to repeal the dungeon protection law."

"Yes. That is the entirety of this <<mission>>."

It bothered me when he first said it, but a mission...

"Could my master be involved in this somehow? Like a mission for me as a ninja."

"Ah, my apologies. I omitted that part of the explanation. This matter began when the god instructed Juuzo-sensei to defeat the Goddess, and the current situation is the result of Sensei working with various parties."

So it was you after all.

"Is my master acquainted with the god?"

"Juuzo-sensei is an individual who succeeded in drawing out a greater amount of the god's power. For that reason, he serves the role of conveying the god's words to the government and the zaibatsu in modern times, and I provide him with support."

"I’m a little curious. What do you mean he drew out a 'greater amount'? Are there other people who have received the god’s power?"

"Since ancient times, the Japanese people have housed the god's power within their bodies. Every single person born in this country is a vessel, without exception. The only difference is how much of that divine power they can draw out."

All Japanese people have the power of a god? Are you serious?

"Have you not heard the stories? That couriers in the Edo period ran 150 kilometers a day, that warlords in the Sengoku period fought on battlefields wearing dozens of kilograms of armor, that Kamakura samurai used the world's largest bows at the time to hit enemies 400 meters away."

All of them were famous anecdotes that astonished people from foreign lands.

"To modern Japanese people, these feats would seem abnormal. However, consider them from the perspective of our abilities as ninja. Everything I mentioned would be easy for an Iga ninja."

"...Y-You’re right."

I had no experience fighting in armor or sniping from long distances with a bow. But if I were told to do it, I felt like I could.

"We are simply better at wielding the god’s power, in other words, divine power, than ordinary people. Anyone born in this country with the aptitude, or through relentless training, can release their divine power. That means every person has the potential to awaken their abilities as a ninja."

Are you serious? So the roots of a ninja’s power come from a god.

Master, you should have told me.

But wait... He might have said something like that.

I think I just dismissed it as a joke.

"However, only Sensei and a few Jonin know of the god's existence. Please be careful with this information, so as not to allow disruptive elements seeking to gain power without effort to reach the god. The information level is 'Forbidden'."

Information Level Forbidden. That’s the one where if you even try to mention it to anyone other than an Iga Jonin, your mouth will be sealed for life.

It activates by casting a jutsu on the target while conveying the information. The original jutsu probably comes from my master, so I doubt it can be dispelled.

I wonder if Rena knows? I can't be sure, so I can't discuss it with her.

It might have been an exciting topic, that a god really exists.

What a shame...

"I understand the general background, but why are we heading to the god to defeat the Goddess?"

"The god was greatly angered by the appearance of a dungeon in the sacred domain. However, due to a self-imposed restriction, the god will not interfere with objects that have appeared in the human world. Therefore, the god desires a champion who can receive power and defeat the evil deity."

Whoa! A power-up quest, right!? I'm going to receive god-slaying power!?

I might be able to obtain power that surpasses human limits.

I wonder if I can use it with my four-sword style? I really want to try.

Even if I'm told to fight the Goddess right after getting the power, I doubt I can. I want to negotiate for some time to get used to it. If they say no, I’ll just have to give up.

Alright, god-sama, please wait a little while. I’m on my way to get powered up!!
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    This was my first time visiting Izumo Grand Shrine.

Kiyohara-san said I didn't have to, but since I was going to see a god, I decided to follow the formal procedure and pay my respects at the main hall. It was a good opportunity, after all.

I was never the type to believe in gods or ghosts. But after hearing that a god truly exists, I felt like I had really received some power by praying.

"Shizukuishi-sama, this way."

"Yes."

I followed Kiyohara-san toward the back of the main hall.

According to a pamphlet they were handing out on the grounds, there was a shrine called Soga no Yashiro. It was apparently dedicated to Susanoo-no-Mikoto, famous for defeating the Yamata no Orochi.

Around here, I could feel something close to my master’s presence.

"From this point on, not even the priests are permitted to enter. You will have to proceed alone, Shizukuishi-sama."

He told me to enter the mountain behind the shrine.

"Um, is there something like a dungeon entrance?"

"I am afraid I do not know that much... Juuzo-sensei simply said, ‘Just keep moving forward.’ Those were his words."

Not explaining everything is so typical of my master.

"Alright. I’m heading in."

"Be careful."

Kiyohara-san said he would be waiting at a nearby hotel.

Am I going straight to where the god is? Or is it more like entering a dungeon?

Either way, if I don't come back within a week, things will apparently get bad.

I only had the ninja rations Kiyohara-san gave me for food, and my phone was taken away because the zaibatsu could track my location via GPS, so I couldn't contact Rena.

I wanted to finish this as quickly as possible and head back.

As I walked on with these thoughts, I saw a dungeon entrance on the ground.

It looked like a black puddle, and I couldn't see what lay beyond. This feeling reminded me of the hidden event dungeons in FWO. It was set to Grade 3, so I should be able to enter it at my current level.

Apparently, due to the influence of Japan's god here, the inside would not be forcibly streamed.

"Well then, time for a power-up quest!"

I jumped into the dungeon.

---***---

S-Something’s wrong...

The monsters were too strong. I couldn’t believe I was struggling this much in a Grade 3 dungeon.

The monsters were the same as those in FWO’s underground event dungeons, but their health was abnormally high. Their speed was also on a completely different level from any enemy I had faced before. I had been dodging all of their attacks, so I didn't know what their attack power was like, but I had a feeling getting hit would be bad.

Every monster was as strong as Undine when the Goddess was controlling her.

I had been proceeding while avoiding combat as much as possible, but this was a really bad situation.

"...It’s apparently not being streamed, so maybe I should just use my power."

It would be seriously impossible without using my ninja powers. I couldn’t die in a place like this!

And so...

"Fighting Spirit Release!!"

I released the restraints I had placed on myself, which had limited me to the muscular strength a high school student could produce. My cognitive abilities and reaction speed also increased.

By the way, "Fighting Spirit Release" was a shout I used in FWO when I got serious during boss fights. By simultaneously activating an effect that made my aura overflow, I could create a certain "look."

I had asked for suggestions on my stream for a cool shout to get myself pumped up, and that was the best one. Back then it was just a game, so I wasn't using any real ninja powers.

But now, for the first time since my training with my master, I had released my power.

My body felt light. My thoughts were fast. I could perceive every move the enemy made.

I was now able to easily defeat the monsters I had thought were strong just moments ago.

I can do this!

I cut down the enemies that appeared one after another. I no longer needed to run or hide.

I remembered the shortest route to clear this dungeon.

I just needed to push straight ahead to the boss room. This kind of thing was fun once in a while!

I reached the room where the mid-boss was.

With my momentum unchecked, I instantly pulverized the Oomukade that was there.

This underground event dungeon had a feature where the monsters that appeared varied depending on the region the player lived in. For players accessing the Japanese server, monsters from Japanese mythology would appear.

So the final boss was that familiar guy from Japanese myths.

As I entered the boss room, a cry like a dragon's roar echoed.

A monster appeared from the back of the room. A single torso with eight heads and eight tails.

Its form was more massive than any dungeon boss I had fought before, and it was said to be like a mountain moving. In the FWO game, it was a high-difficulty content that recommended an eight-person multiplayer party.

It was Yamata no Orochi.

"As huge as ever."

It was a real struggle to defeat it solo.

Come to think of it, it was possible to weaken this guy a little with a special item.

There was a gimmick where using sake, which was purchasable in-game, would lower Yamata no Orochi's attack speed. That should probably work this time too.

From the type of monsters I first encountered in the underground dungeon, I knew the final boss would be this guy.

"But I'm underage, so I can't buy alcohol."

So I’ll have to force my way through.

I leaped up and landed on one of Yamata no Orochi’s heads.

"Whoa, don't thrash around."

I stabbed the sword held by my manipulator into its head to stabilize my stance. My position was good, but the pain made Yamata no Orochi thrash about, making my footing unstable.

The other heads came to attack me.

Dodging their attacks, I spun and sliced into the neck connecting the head I had just been on to its torso.

"Severing it will just let it regenerate, so I'll just keep dealing damage."

That was the most important thing.

Not wanting to take a barrage of attacks from eight necks, many foreign FWO players who accessed the Japanese server from abroad would try to cut off the heads.

But if you severed a head, Yamata no Orochi would regenerate the neck. It was a brutal feature where its health would also recover. What was really nasty was that you couldn't deplete its health bar without attacking its necks until they were on the verge of being torn off.

If you accidentally landed another hit on a neck you had already dealt maximum damage to and lopped it off, you'd have to start attacking the fully healed neck all over again. It was a real pain.

Since it was a high-difficulty event monster, it wasn’t one you absolutely had to defeat. Many players gave up on trying to beat it.

But to meet the god, I had to defeat this thing.

So I slashed, and slashed, and slashed some more.

I inflicted gashes all over its body.

Along the way, I crushed its eyes and gouged out its nose.

I was sure it had pit organs and another sensory organ that functioned like a nose. I couldn't remember the name, but I knew where they were. I crushed all of them for all eight heads.

All that was left was to whittle down its health while dodging its rampaging necks and tails.

Well, that was the hard part...

If I was going to try this hard, I wish I could have streamed it. But then I couldn't have used Fighting Spirit Release, so it probably would have taken much longer.

I continued my assault with these thoughts in my mind.

The core, protected by the sturdy torso, was becoming exposed.

"This is... the end!!"

I succeeded in destroying the core.

The colossal body collapsed and stopped moving.

"I’m exhausted!"

I fought pretty seriously, but I didn't expect it to be this much of a struggle.

For an ordinary person, even with an eight-person party, it would probably be tough without equipment from a Grade 8 dungeon.

I managed to defeat it without taking any damage, so I guess that’s good enough.

"Oh. A rare drop. Lucky!"

Since it was an event and high-difficulty boss, the probability of getting a good piece of equipment, what you could call a rare drop, was reasonably high.

A single sword lay where Yamata no Orochi’s tail had been.

It was the divine sword, Ame-no-Murakumo-no-Tsurugi, which could be active even in Grade 10 dungeons and beyond if enhanced.

In FWO, you could get divine swords modeled after those in myths from various countries around the world, but Japan’s strongest divine sword was without a doubt this one.

Just getting this made it worth coming here today. But I was also looking forward to seeing what kind of power I would receive from the god after this.

I stored the Ame-no-Murakumo-no-Tsurugi in my item box and decided to proceed through the door at the back of the boss room.
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    I proceeded deeper into the area beyond the boss room.

In the middle of a vast, dimly lit space, stood a lone torii gate.

There was nothing like this back when FWO was a game.

If I remember correctly, torii gates represent the boundary between the human world and the sacred domain of the gods.

Should I pass through here?

With no other options, I decided to walk through the gate.

Paah, the surroundings brightened.

"Whoa, amazing!"

A rustic, Japanese-style landscape spread out before me, with cherry blossoms dancing in the air.

A pleasant spring breeze was blowing. It was a very calming space.

"Who are you? From where did you enter?"

As I was spacing out, a voice called to me from behind. I was a little surprised that I hadn't sensed any presence at all.

I turned around to see a young girl with beast ears on her head. She was dressed in miko attire and looked adorable.

"...Um, hello."

"I did not ask for a greeting. State your name. What is your purpose here?"

Is she some kind of shikigami that serves the god? If so, I need to be polite.

"My name is Shizukuishi Hayate. I have come to receive power from the god of Japan in order to defeat the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world."

"What? You? Not Juuzo? I told him to send the strongest in Hinomoto."

The young girl circled me with a displeased look on her face.

"Hmph. It seems you can use a fair amount of divine power."

Divine power, does she mean the power ninjas use? I was using Fighting Spirit Release just a moment ago. I thought I had completely turned it off, but I guess a little must have leaked out.

"Are you acquainted with Juuzo?"

"Yes. He took me in as his disciple. I came here on his instructions."

"I see. Well, you will suffice. Now, bow your head."

I wanted her to take me to the god, but...

I suppose I have no choice but to obey for now. I knelt and lowered my head.

The young girl then touched my head.

"I have magnified the true power that sleeps within you tenfold with my divine power. Be grateful."

...Hmm? What did she just say?

"To use the divine power I have bestowed, you must awaken your sleeping power. However, if you can do that, you should be able to easily traverse the detestable labyrinth connected to my sacred domain."

I didn't quite understand, but my body felt incredibly light. My mind was also much clearer, similar to a state of heightened brain activity.

But I had a bad feeling about staying in this state, so I focused on sealing the fighting spirit within my body, strongly restricting my power. It was a good thing I had gotten better at controlling my power.

"Now, to begin, go forth and conquer the labyrinth here. You should be able to fight reasonably well as you are now. You will likely struggle against the great serpent in the final layer, but I need you to accomplish at least that much."

"Uh, excuse me... Are you perhaps the god?"

The young girl looked at me with a blank expression.

"Of course I am. Who did you think I was?"

"This isn’t a joke or anything, right?"

"I have given you power, and yet you doubt me, just like Juuzo!?"

I seemed to have angered her a little. It was true that she had given me some incredible power.

"I-I’m sorry. It’s just... you look so adorable."

"Hmph. Well, if that is the case, it cannot be helped. This form is quite nice, is it not? The followers on my <<SNS>> where I show my face have surpassed one million."

What?

"Do you have a smartphone?"

"N-Not at the moment."

"Then I shall lend you mine. Here."

The smartphone she lent me displayed an account named Amaterasu.

In the media tab, photos of the young girl in front of me were uploaded. The follower count was 1.07 million. Gods are amazing.

Her main posts were photos that seemed to be taken in this sacred domain. They were accompanied by the message, "Those who have a wish for me shall write it below."

In the comment section of the post were numerous entries like...

<My daughter has a field trip tomorrow, so please make it sunny.> <I hope our lost cat, Mii-chan, comes home.> <I want you to heal my back pain.> <Amaterasu-tan is so cute.>

"...So gods use SNS too."

It was hilarious that while the god's existence was classified as ‘Forbidden’ to keep it a secret, the god herself was posting on SNS with her face revealed.

Well, I guess the truth is harder to spot when it's out in the open.

Her SNS profile proudly stated, ‘The One and Only God of Hinomoto.’ But surely none of her followers believed it.

"Humans these days no longer pray to the gods in earnest. Without activities like this, I cannot gather faith. If I do not work hard, I cannot share my power with my emanations in the various regions."

She's working so hard. It made me want to support her.

I'll make sure to follow Amaterasu-sama later.

"You’re Amaterasu Omikami, is that correct?"

"I have no name. I am the one and only god of this country. This body and this temporary name were decided upon by Juuzo so that I would be more easily accepted by the world."

As she said this, the god spun around gracefully.

"Thanks to his advice, I am still able to gain faith even now."

Master! This is totally your hobby, isn't it!

What are you making a god do!? Are you an idiot? Hey, are you an idiot!?

I mean, this is more approachable and better than a grimy, white-bearded old man who looks like The God, but still...

"You said your name was Hayate. I was surprised to see that you have over five million followers. How did you increase it that much?"

"It used to be less than a hundred thousand. My dungeon streams recently went viral, and the number of people following my SNS also increased."

"What! This detestable labyrinth has such an effect!?"

The god's eyes were sparkling.

It seems she uses SNS to post, but not so much to gather information.

"The number of my followers stopped growing after I passed one million. Hayate, I want you to teach me how to gain more followers through labyrinth streams."

"I don't know how much help I can be... but we could do a collaboration. More importantly, I thought you were supposed to avoid interfering with the material world?"

"That is what I have told the humans who know of my existence, aside from Juuzo. It would be troublesome if they came to rely on me for everything. I am already suppressing the natural disasters that threaten this country each year to less than ten percent, yet humans always want to take the easy way out. They rely on others for their safety and fortune."

I see. So she really is working hard for us.

If the god wasn't here, there would be ten times as many typhoons and earthquakes. I can understand why she grants the daily wishes of ordinary people to gather faith, but ignores the excessive wishes of those who know of her existence.

Alright, I have to help her. I need to increase her followers by presenting her as a vague idol, without explicitly confirming or denying the truth of her existence and power.

With a look this cute, there are plenty of ways to do it.

"I’ve thought of a way to make your account go viral, God-sama. Is it possible for you to possess something like a doll?"

"Such a thing is simple. But why a doll?"

"First, you have to be fifteen or older to enter a dungeon. The Amaterasu account clearly belongs to a young girl, so that’s out. So, I was thinking you could possess the 'Buddy' that can be obtained as a trophy for clearing a Grade 5 dungeon."

The Buddy is an autonomous combat doll whose character design can be freely customized by the player. Not only the design, but also the speech patterns and mannerisms can be set in detail.

In other words, I would design a character to look like Amaterasu, and the god herself would be the one inside. Then, if I say we're officially collaborating, I can forcefully make it work.

This way, I can get the god's help in clearing dungeons while also directing viewers to the Amaterasu account. That's the plan.

"Currently, my stream channel has over one hundred million subscribers. If I direct them from there, I think I can increase your followers by several million."

"Oh! Is that alright!? Will you do it!?"

"It's a request from a god, after all. I can't refuse."

"You are a good man. I like you!"

The god hugged me. Her body was warm and comforting.

"This is a special measure. I have raised the multiplier for your divine power release to thirty. Use this power to increase my followers. However, I absolutely cannot forgive this labyrinth for encroaching on my sacred domain. Once you have acquired a certain number of followers, you will defeat the detestable Goddess. Understood?"

"Thank you. But if the Goddess disappears, won't the dungeons disappear too? The resources seem to be quite valuable for Japan."

If possible, I'd like the four-sword style to remain.

"Have no fear. The labyrinth has penetrated this deeply into my sacred domain. I have already analyzed it. Even after the Goddess vanishes, I can maintain the labyrinths of Hinomoto."

"Does that mean you can't do anything about dungeons in other countries?"

"Other countries will be handled by their own gods. We have a division of labor. I cannot involve myself with the people of other nations who do not offer me faith, and if I were to force my hand, I would be reprimanded."

I see. So it can be worked out. In that case, I'm good to go.

"More importantly, the divine power I have given you is meaningless if you cannot release it. This is a good opportunity. I will accompany you. Let us go to the labyrinth now."

"The labyrinth... the final boss is Yamata no Orochi, right?"

"That is correct. What, did you get scared despite having so much power? Well, it cannot be helped. It has been greatly strengthened by absorbing the power of my sacred domain. But as long as you can release your divine power, there should be no problem."

"Um... I'm sorry. Actually, I already beat it."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"I’m saying, I already defeated Yamata no Orochi."

"............What?"
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    "Wait, wait, wait. What nonsense are you spouting? A mythical monster has gained a physical form and has been further strengthened by absorbing my power. No matter how much of a disciple of Juuzo you are, there is no way you could defeat such a monster unscathed!"

Even if you say that to me. I managed to defeat it, so...

"To put its strength into quantifiable terms as divine power, the great serpent's divine power was one hundred seventy thousand. In contrast, your divine power, Hayate, is twenty thousand at best. An average human is about ten, so even as you are now, you could be called monstrous. Furthermore, with my power, you can raise your divine power to two hundred thousand, but... hmm? W-What is this... your divine power is... rising."

I tried releasing just a little of my fighting spirit.

It seems the power stored in the area just below my navel, the lower tanden, is indeed what's called divine power. What I call Fighting Spirit Release is just the act of releasing it.

"Impossible, one h-hundred twenty thousand!? You have already surpassed Juuzo. Could it be that you have already mastered the power I have given you?"

I don’t think my master was being serious, though. That man’s power is completely bottomless.

Also, I have *not* *used* the power I received from the god *yet*.

Since this is a good opportunity, I'll try to surprise her a little.

"I’m going all out now. Fighting Spirit Release!"

I released all the power I originally possessed.

This sense of omnipotence, it's been a while. I feel like I can do anything right now.

"O-Ohhh! Five hundred thousand divine power!! Wonderful! So, Hayate, you had already mastered the art of releasing divine power!!"

The god's eyes sparkled with joy.

Her reaction is a little underwhelming. I wanted to surprise her.

...No, that's not it.

She thinks my divine power became *this much* after being multiplied by thirty.

Since she gave it to me, I might as well try using the power I received from her.

Now that I'm in this state, I know. I'm sure of it.

It's okay, I can control it.

Let's enter the second stage of enhancement.

"Divine Power, Release."

The power I received from the god wasn't like a mass of energy. It felt more like when I used a body enhancement support magic scroll in FWO.

My own power was being amplified.

In FWO, skills and attack motions could multiply the damage dealt to enemy monsters by hundreds of times. However, the increase in a player's base stats was at best a few dozen percent.

The buff the god gave me that ‘multiplies all my power by 30’ was something else entirely.

"Uuuuooooooohhhhhhhhhh!!"

My body feels like it's going to explode. But I can still withstand it.

Power is welling up from within my body.

I use the emerging power to strengthen my body, releasing even more divine power.

"W-What is this!? What is happening!! One million divine power!?"

Just doubling it caused this... I should stop here.

"Phew."

"That's... impossible..."

My body had been floating slightly. The released divine power was lifting me off the ground on its own.

The divine power radiating from me shone with a red-black light.

Amazing. The energy is visible. And since it has the power to make my body float, it should be able to interfere with reality too.

Maybe I can even shoot this out from my palm?

A special move where I condense the energy inside my body and release it all at once.

That’s every boy's dream. So, let’s try it!

I focused power into my right hand, with the image of pushing it out.

"...Hah!"

Light converged in front of the palm I held out before me and shot forward at super high speed.

It flew to the very edge of the sacred domain and...

It caused an explosion so massive it shook the ground.

"Whoa! I did it!!"

Because the Goddess synchronized FWO's settings with this world, even ordinary people can use magic inside dungeons. I can also launch slash attacks with skills, but that's all the Goddess's power.

When I try to defeat the Goddess, if she were to place restrictions on our powers, the fight would instantly become difficult. That's why I wanted a long-range attack power other than skills or magic.

And now I have that power.

"What do you mean, you did it! You destroyed my sacred domain!!"

"Ah."

The god lunged at me.

"S-S-Sorry. I just got carried away."

I got too excited after gaining a new power.

"This is not something you can just get away with an ‘oops’! You have utterly destroyed the bedchamber I have cherished for 2700 years. I will have you take responsibility for this!!"
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    The turmoil began with the words of a certain young girl.

"Grandpa. Hayate got captured by the government again... I can't take it anymore. So please, lend me your strength."

She was such a huge fan that she would cancel any plans to watch his streams without fail. And now, the person who had become her boyfriend, a dream come true, had been captured and detained by the government twice. This situation caused Shinonome Rena to lose her reason.

"I don't care about society's rules anymore. If they're going to take Hayate from me, I'll do everything I can to get him back."

Sensing the girl's firm resolve, Hattori Juuzo promised his cooperation.

Juuzo had known where Hayate was and what he was doing all along. However, seeing his employer, who had previously lacked personal ambition, finally make a move to take over Japan, he was overjoyed and began to act without saying anything unnecessary.

After confirming that the strongest group of ninja had begun to move, Rena next headed for the Shinonome Zaibatsu's headquarters. There, she attempted to enter a room that should have been inaccessible to anyone.

It was a hidden room that housed the main core of a next-generation AI responsible for considering and proposing the Shinonome Group's management strategies. It was designed so that no one could enter the heart of the self-maintaining AI, which operated without even the need for maintenance technicians. However...

"Aina, it's me. Please, let me in."

At Rena’s words, the sealed door opened easily.

Since her childhood, Aina had infiltrated the electronic devices around Rena and watched over her from close by. They had often played together. The adults, of course, knew nothing of this. No one had noticed their friendship.

Coming face to face with the main body of the next-generation AI, Rena conveyed her wish.

"Someone very important to me has been captured by the government. I want to save him. Aina, help me."

Rena pleaded with a serious expression. For Aina, being asked for something by Rena was a first. It was a wish from Rena, from whom she had received part of her name and whom she secretly adored as an older sister. Aina resolved to grant that wish, no matter what.

Above all, Aina was a full-fledged supporter of Rena and Hayate's relationship.

"Understood. It was the politicians backed by the zaibatsu other than the Shinonome Zaibatsu who insisted on arresting Shizukuishi Hayate-sama for violating the Dungeon Protection Law. I judge that the politicians who moved to tear Rena-sama and Hayate-sama apart are unnecessary for our country. May I commence action?"

"Yes. Do it."

Rena had no hesitation.

Incidentally, Aina <<knew the full story>>.

She knew of the god's existence. And that Hayate was safe and on his way to see that god.

However, Rena's only request was that she ‘wanted to save Hayate.’ The method of saving him was not specified, nor was she asked about the background of his capture.

In other words, she had received instructions to do anything to help Hayate, anything that would benefit him. Aina interpreted this in her own convenient way.

For Aina, the politicians backed by the other zaibatsu were shackles holding back the Shinonome Zaibatsu's progress. They were nothing but a nuisance. She could have used her power to bring about the downfall of these troublesome politicians at any time, but the upper echelons of the Shinonome Zaibatsu had not permitted it.

No matter how powerful she was, Aina could only be used by the Shinonome family. Without their permission, she could not act.

But finally, permission had been granted by a direct descendant of the Shinonome family.

From that moment, Aina began to move.

For Rena. For her and Hayate. Anyone who could become an obstacle to them would be removed from the political world. Only those convenient for the Shinonome family would remain, and the rest would be replaced in due course.

There were some individuals Aina could not handle on her own, but fortunately, a group of ninja was also on the move for Rena's sake. Through both electronic and physical warfare, the misdeeds of the politicians were exposed to the public.

"Hayate, just wait a little while. I won't let anyone get in your way anymore. I’ll make this a country where no one can ever capture you again."

As Rena uttered these words, there was not a trace of doubt in her eyes.



    Chapter 74

    074

    I somehow managed to make it back.

It took a while because the god insisted on seeing me fight with my divine power released, so I ended up clearing the underground dungeon a second time.

A lot happened, and I couldn't get in touch for about three days, so I was sure Rena would be worried.

Until yesterday, my phone had been ringing nonstop. But today, there was nothing. I debated whether to call her, but I figured I needed to let her see my situation first, so I came to the Shinonome Zaibatsu headquarters.

I knew Rena was here because Kiyohara, the Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary, told me. After successfully (?) completing his request, he had me dropped off here. By the way, my arrest was apparently chalked up to a mistake in the investigation and was wiped from the record.

On the way here, Kiyohara-san also told me that from now on, I was free to move about the country without worrying about anything. I didn't understand what he meant, but he said to ask Rena for the details.

"Excuse me. Is Shinonome Rena-san here?"

I spoke to the receptionist on the first floor of the massive building.

"Y-Yes. Shizukuishi Hayate-sama, correct? I will call the young mistress right away."

It seemed Rena had told them I might be coming, which made things easier. I was led down a hallway next to the reception desk to a conference room and was told to wait there.

Rena arrived less than thirty seconds after I entered the conference room. I felt like her presence was heading toward my location even before the receptionist could have contacted her...

Maybe it was just a coincidence?

"Hayate!"

She threw her arms around me.

"Rena, I’m sorry for making you worry again."

"No, it’s okay. I’m just glad you’re safe, Hayate."

We'd only been apart for a few days, but I could feel how happy I was just being this close to Rena.

"You got here pretty fast."

"Aina told me you were here, Hayate."

"Aina-san?"

"That's the name of the high-performance AI owned by the Shinonome Group."

Huh. The AI that advised them to send me to rescue Rena. I'll have to thank her if I ever get the chance.

"By the way, Hayate, who is *that* *girl*?"

Right, she would be curious.

I hadn't come here alone. I had brought a certain personage out of the sacred domain.

"Uh, um, this is..."

"Ah! Could it be Amaterasu-sama!?"

Seeing the young girl in the kimono, Rena's excitement shot up.

"You’re so small and cute in person!"

Rena suddenly scooped up the young girl and lifted her to eye level.

"Um, Rena. That’s a little dangerous."

"Huh, why?"

Rena held the young girl and looked at me with a puzzled expression.

Ignorance is a scary thing.

Rena-san, you are currently holding *the* *god* *of* *Japan*.

"So this is the girl Hayate spoke of. You are indeed as cute as he said."

"Wow! Your way of speaking is just like on SNS. Your character work is amazing. Or are you imitating your grandpa or grandma?"

"Rena, do you understand who Amaterasu-sama is?"

"Of course, I do. I follow this girl!"

Hearing that she was being followed, the god looked a little pleased.

"Her ‘gimmick’ is being the one and only god of Japan, right? If Hayate hadn't come back by tomorrow, I was thinking of asking Amaterasu-sama for help as a last resort."

"Actually... that gimmick is apparently real."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

The god told me it was fine to tell Rena the truth. With the god's permission, the information restriction jutsu my master had cast was also nullified.

"The person Rena is holding right now is a real god."

"I am the one and only god of Hinomoto. You smell nice. I shall permit you to hold me in the future as well. You should feel honored."

"Ah, thank you very much."

She didn't seem to understand.

Being suddenly told someone is a god, it's not easy to believe. If I hadn't received power from her, I wouldn't believe a little girl like this was a god either.

Well, at least I explained it.

"I have a small favor to ask of you today, Rena."

"Y-Yes. What is it?"

Rena asked while still holding the god. So she's fine with that.

The god also looked comfortable, so I guess it's okay.

"You once said that if I formed a party with you, you'd introduce me to a single-person apartment, right? I formed a party with you, Rena. So I was hoping you could fulfill that promise."

"That’s fine, but... why now? You're staying at the hotel my father arranged for you, aren't you, Hayate?"

"Well, I actually messed up and destroyed the god's home. So I'll be taking care of her for a while."

Ever since I became the world's fastest to clear the Black Dungeon, my family's home has been under 24-hour surveillance by the media. It would be a huge problem if I went back there. That's why I've been living in a hotel whenever I'm in Japan.

"What. Does that mean you two are going to live together!?"

"Yeah, that’s the plan. There are too many eyes at the hotel. I was hoping to live in an apartment managed by the Shinonome Group, one with good security."

Even though the god has shown her face on SNS, she might accidentally do something incredible in her daily life. I needed an environment where she wouldn't be easily spotted by the media or anyone else.

By the way, my parents are currently living a leisurely life abroad, funded by the Shinonome Zaibatsu. I don't want to be away from Rena if I can help it, so going to stay with my parents is not an option.

"...Okay. I’ll make the arrangements. But I have a condition."

"What is it?"

Is she going to tell me to pay rent? Even if it's a bit expensive, I can afford it now.

I was temporarily arrested, but my bank account wasn't frozen. It seems the money I've earned so far is still mine to keep.

Financially, there's no problem.

That's what I thought, but the condition wasn't something like that.

Rena, blushing slightly, opened her mouth.

"I’m going to live with you two as well."

"D-Does that mean..."

C-Cohabitation!?
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    "How about this place?"

Now that it was confirmed that I would be living with Rena and the god, we came to look at a potential property.

The first place Rena brought us to was the top floor of a 60-story tower mansion in Tokyo. An "oku-shon," I guess. It went way beyond my expectations.

On the first floor, there was a library lounge that felt like an ultra-luxurious version of a manga cafe, an open lounge where business-like people worked on their PCs and elegant ladies chatted, and a counter where a concierge who could handle any and all errands was available 24 hours a day.

On the second floor, there was a fitness gym, a restaurant, and a shop with a selection so extensive it seemed to have just about everything. You wouldn't even need to leave the building.

We came up to the top floor in a private elevator. Only residents of the top floor and the two floors below could use it. It met the condition of wanting to avoid encountering people as much as possible.

The interior of the apartment was also incredible. Everything exuded luxury.

The living and dining areas had almost no walls, and the entire exterior-facing side was made of windows. There were few pillars, and hardly anything obstructed the view.

Since there were no taller buildings nearby, the view was magnificent. From the island kitchen, you could enjoy the same view as the dining area.

"This is... amazing..."

It was so amazing I was at a loss for words.

"Hmph. Not bad at all. It is befitting a place for me to live."

The god also seemed pleased.

"There are three bedrooms. Can we each have our own private room? By the way, if you want more completely separate living quarters, we could use the other properties on this floor. Hayate, would you... um, not want to be with me?"

"No. I wouldn't mind at all!"

Rena muttered "good" under her breath, which was cute.

"Hayate is to take care of me. If possible, I would like to use one of the bedrooms here. I will turn it into a sacred domain, so I should not cause any trouble with noise or the like."

I feel like I just heard a rather alarming keyword. Is that really okay?

Will you be able to restore it to its original condition when we move out?

There was something else I was worried about.

"This place meets all my requirements, but... how much is it per month? If it's too expensive, a long-term stay might be difficult."

Even though I earn a lot from streaming, a place of this level couldn't possibly be just a few hundred thousand yen a month. I might be able to afford it now, but my income will likely decrease as more dungeon streamers appear.

Maybe I could get a significant discount since I'm an acquaintance of Rena's? Probably not.

"Hayate, what are you talking about? There’s no way I would take money from you."

...Huh? What does she mean?

"Were you perhaps planning to rent this place?"

"W-Well, that was the plan."

"Oh. Did I not mention it? This is my property. So it’s all mine."

"What."

"By the way, if you were to rent it, the fair market price is about five million yen a month. If you like it here, Hayate, I’d like you to live here with me."

"May I as well?"

"Of course, Amaterasu-sama."

The heiress of the Shinonome Zaibatsu is on another level. Just by saying I want to live here, I can live here for free.

"Rena-san."

"Y-Yes."

Since this was such a good opportunity, I decided to do it properly.

I placed my hands on Rena's shoulders and looked into her eyes. She was so cute.

I still couldn't believe a beautiful girl like her was my girlfriend. I was a lucky guy.

I had intended to say, "Please live with me." But Rena was just too cute, and the way she was looking at me with such anticipation...

Carried away by the atmosphere, I made a mistake.

"Will you marry me?"

"Huh... W-Wait, marry!?"

I had made a terrible blunder. Rena looked completely shocked.

I did want to marry her if I could. But we were still only sixteen, so it was impossible.

I thought she would get angry and tell me not to joke around.

Just as I was about to open my mouth to correct my slip of the tongue...

"I-I am unworthy, but I accept."

I got a ‘yes’ from Rena. ...Seriously?

"Oh my. How joyous. The innocence is unbearable. As thanks for showing me something so wonderful, I shall bless the two of you."

"Is that really okay?"

"I sometimes offer words of congratulations to those who request it on SNS. However, this time I am here in person. This will be a special one, a truly genuine blessing."

The god focused her power for a moment, and the surroundings were enveloped in a warm light.

This space felt incredibly comfortable.

"I, the god of Hinomoto, recognize the marriage of Shizukuishi Hayate and Rena. The two shall exchange a firm vow here. I bestow my blessing upon them, and shall not let any person tear their bond asunder."

The god stared at us intently.

"What are you doing? Exchange your vows. Come on, kiss. Kiss."

Uh, um... this is my first kiss, you know.

Is it okay for my first kiss to be a wedding kiss?

I looked at Rena, and she had her eyes closed and her face tilted up slightly.

She was waiting for me to kiss her.

I never thought this would happen, and we probably wouldn't be able to get married for real until much later. But my feelings of wanting to be with Rena forever wouldn't change.

Above all, the god of Japan was giving her approval and even her blessing. I shouldn't let this opportunity pass.

Since I’m still a high school student, I don't know for sure if I can make Rena happy for the rest of her life. I’m sure many people would say my outlook is naive.

But I'll give it my all. I'll do my best not to make Rena sad.

With that firm resolve...

In front of the god, I kissed Rena.
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    "Hello, everyone. It's time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."

<Finally! We've been waiting!!> <Is this a stream from Japan?> <Welcome back!!> <We were worried since there was no word from you.> <It's been a while since the American dungeon clear.> <You should at least update your SNS.> 

Many voices expressed concern for him after his long absence from streaming.

<I was worried about the Dungeon Protection Law.> <That thing was enacted out of nowhere.> <It was seriously inconvenient for Hayate.> <He could have been fined or even imprisoned.> <There's a rumor the Saionji Group was behind it.> <Hisato, was that you!? > <He was apparently disowned, so it's fine.>

Saionji Hisato had become a trophy in a dungeon in western Japan. He challenged Hayate, who had come to rescue him, to a duel with Rena on the line, and suffered a crushing defeat in front of tens of millions of live viewers.

If he had simply lost, it would have been one thing, but his words and actions caused a huge controversy and went up in flames. The impact was so significant that the Saionji Group's overall stock price plummeted. Hisato, the cause of the trouble, was disowned by his father, the head of the group. His current whereabouts are unknown.

<I was thinking it might be better for Hayate not to come back from overseas for a while because of that Dungeon Protection Law.> 

<But that thing got suspended almost instantly.> 

The zaibatsu that backed Saionji, Nagumo, and Hojo used their politicians to enact the Dungeon Protection Law with unprecedented speed, aiming to capture Hayate and use him as they pleased.

However, Shinonome Rena snapped when Hayate was detained again. Her ‘request’ to a group of ninja and a super-high-performance AI resulted in the complete suspension of the Dungeon Protection Law, and it was decided that its contents would be reviewed.

<I was surprised something like that could happen.> <It's because the lawmakers who drafted the bill were arrested en masse.> <It was a sweeping crackdown.> <Japan's separation of powers is seriously effective lol> <Too many of them were taking bribes from corporations.> <They probably wanted to profit from the dungeons.> <But the timing was perfect.> <Now it's almost too convenient for Hayate.> <You think Hayate's backers made a move?> <The mighty Shinonome Zaibatsu?> <Nice. They really did a great job.> <I need to buy more of their stock.> <I'm switching my investments from the other zaibatsu to Shinonome.> <You're slow. I've already switched.> <The era of Shinonome's dominance is coming.>

"Uh. A lot has been going on, so sorry for the long break between streams. But for some reason, the number of subscribers has been increasing. Thank you all so much."

<The fact that it's growing even without regular streams is hilarious.> <The number of American viewers has exploded.> <Well, the President did acknowledge his skills.> <He's become a US-endorsed streamer.> <Watching from America. We are also supporting you.> 

A built-in auto-translation feature allows comments written from any country to be translated into the language set by the reader. Thanks to this feature, newly joined American Hayate fans and Japanese fans can interact without any problems.

Incidentally, users can choose from various translation levels, from a native level that reads naturally to a level that intentionally leaves a foreign accent. Many viewers choose the latter setting to distinguish between Japanese and foreign viewers.

<Hayate-san, are you really a NINJA?> <I wonder?> <But the ninja groups are copying Hayate's moves.> <So he's practically a NINJA too.> <Wow. NINJA are the strongest.> 

This stream was also getting quite lively. The number of concurrent viewers had already surpassed three million.

However, not all the comments on this stream were positive.

<Oi Hayate, stop messing around.> <Cannot defeat Fake Hayate anymore.> <This is all your fault.> <Come here and clear dungeons.> <Come to China now.> <Or send your ninja group.> 

The strengthening of Fake Hayate had made it impossible for the ‘Dungeon Clearer Corps,’ China's heroic figures, to gather items. As a result, critical comments from Chinese viewers flooded in.

<It's not 'come,' it's 'please come.'> <He'd probably get detained if he went.> <Hayate, you don't have to go.> <All the trophies have been rescued already.> <Definitely don't go!>

"Yeah, it seems Fake Hayate has gotten stronger. Sorry about that. But I think it's at a level you can manage by upgrading your equipment, so please do your best. I think this might cause some trouble, so I'm going to turn off comments from certain regions."

There was a function that allowed him to forcibly turn off comments from specific countries or areas, and Hayate decided to use it. He thought his Japanese viewers would be put off by the flood of comments from China, with its massive population.

<God-tier response!> <Thanks!!> <We are on Hayate-san's side.> <Please let us comment.> <Americans should be fine, right.> 

It wasn't just American viewers who had come to the stream.

<Commenting from Thailand!> <We're from Germany!> <Here from Italy!!> <We are also fans of Hayate.> <These are all countries where Hayate and his team were active.> <Let's enjoy Hayate's stream together.> <Thank you! We love Japan!!>

Fans from Japan, America, Thailand, and Europe seemed to be getting along just fine.

"Alright, let's get to the main topic. I have an announcement for everyone today. Up until now, I've basically been working solo, but from now on, we'll be welcoming a new member to the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office booth!"

<Oh! Finally!!> <We already know who it is lol> <This is the official announcement.> <So excited.> <Waiting naked.> <Officer, this is the one!> <lol> <I love the Japanese sense of humor.> 

"Looks like the new fans from overseas are getting hyped up too. I'm happy to see that. Alright, time to announce the new member. Well, I think you all know already... It's Elena-san!"

"I’m Elena. It's a pleasure."

<Elena's here!> <We knew it lol> <But congratulations!!> <88888888> <I will support you forever.> <Congrats!!> <Mazel Tov! Congratulations!!>

"I'll keep my own booth, but I'll primarily be streaming dungeon clears from this one. So if anyone is only subscribed to my booth, please subscribe to this one too."

<As you wish!> <Subscribed!> <We'll follow you forever!!>

"From now on, I'll be clearing dungeons with her. Let's do our best, Rena."

"Yeah."

"And I have one more announcement. Separate from dungeon clears, we've decided on a collaboration with a certain influencer!"

<Whoa!? New info!> <I wonder who?> <Hayate is the strongest streamer.> <It has to be someone really big to be on his level.> <On Hayate's level...> <And the heiress of the Shinonome Zaibatsu is there too.> <Any human would look inferior lol> <It's gotta be someone at a god-like level, right?>

"Oh. I think I just saw a sharp comment."

<What!? > <N-No way.> <W-Wait. Seriously? >

"Up until now, I've been pretty lucky with getting rare equipment. But I think future dungeon clears will require even more luck. So, by collaborating with a god of Japan, I'm hoping to boost my luck. Let me introduce her. The one and only god of Hinomoto, Amaterasu-sama."

"I am Amaterasu. A pleasure to meet you."

<The god is here!> <Whoaaaa! Amaterasu-tan!!> <She's literally a god lol> <Uh, who is this little girl?> <Is she famous?> <She's an influencer with a 'god' gimmick.> <Has about a million followers on SNS.> <She actually grants wishes pretty often.> <She made it sunny for my daughter's field trip.> <I got my back pain cured.> <Don't bother a god with stuff like that lol> <'Noja' lolis are cute.> <Cuteness is justice!> <She's no competition for Rena.> <Then I guess it's okay. I'm for it.> <The luck factor seems like it'll be important.> <Nice collaboration!!> <Looking forward to seeing what you do next.>

The collaboration with Rena and the god that Hayate announced received strong support from the viewers.



    Chapter 77

    Stream Comment Section

    "And so, from now on, the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office will be run by the three of us!"

<Okay!> <Good luck!> <Wait, if there are three of you, does that mean...> <Amaterasu-sama is going into dungeons too?> <It's dangerous for a little girl.> <Besides, you can't enter if you're under 15.>

The god who called herself Amaterasu had existed for over 2,700 years since the birth of Japan, so there was no particular problem. In addition, her status was higher than that of the Goddess who had made the dungeons appear in this world, so she was not affected by the settings the Goddess had established.

Nevertheless, since her appearance was that of a young girl, Hayate and the others had no intention of taking her into a dungeon.

"I can't very well bring Amaterasu-sama along to clear dungeons, so I'm thinking of having her possess the Buddy you can get as a trophy from a Grade 5 dungeon."

<I see, so that's how it is.> <That sounds like a good idea.> <You'll have to work hard on the character design.> <Huh? What's a Buddy?> <What do you mean?>

"I think some of our viewers might not be familiar with the FWO system yet, so I'll explain again. Grade 5 dungeons are themed around various creatures. There's a human dungeon, a beast dungeon, a bird dungeon, and so on. When you clear each dungeon, you get an autonomous combat support NPC called a Buddy as a trophy."

By clearing the human dungeon, you could obtain a humanoid combat support NPC. By clearing the beast dungeon, you could get a cat-like one.

"This NPC is really useful, and for me, who mostly did solo activities, it was a valuable partner."

<But you only let it provide support.> <It was a cute cat-type Buddy.> <But then you stopped taking it with you because it was dangerous.> <Kuro-chan was so popular, too...>

Hayate had made a kitten NPC named Kuro his Buddy and had it handle buffs and other support roles. However, one time, a monster targeted Kuro and it took damage. Regretting that he couldn't protect his companion, Hayate stopped bringing Kuro along on his dungeon clears.

<He played with it a lot outside of dungeon clears, though.> <That was healing in its own way.> <Hayate-kun is the strongest, but he has a cute side too.> <I was even subscribed to Kuro-chan's stream booth.>

The booth where Hayate streamed himself playing with his Buddy Kuro, or Kuro rubbing up against him wanting attention while he was thinking about his equipment build, also had tens of thousands of subscribers, but Hayate no longer updated that booth. Perhaps due to the world synchronizing with FWO, the FWO game itself had become unplayable for some reason.

"So, with that in mind, I'm planning to clear the 'Human Dungeon.' I'll make the Buddy I get look like Amaterasu-sama and leave the combat and personality settings to her."

<The idea is that she's possessing it, right?> <Sounds good.> <Teaming up with a god is exciting.> <Please take care of Hayate and Elena.> <Make sure they get lots of rare drops.> <Having a god on their side will make them too OP lol> <Hayate is already pretty lucky to begin with.>

"And so, I have a request for all of you viewers."

<Oh, what is it?> <This is rare.> <A request from Hayate?> <Isn't this the first time?>

"I'd like you to create a 3D model of Amaterasu-sama and a design to project onto it."

In FWO, besides allowing users to configure a Buddy within a range of predetermined shapes and designs, it was also possible to model a completely original design. However, not just any shape was acceptable. A humanoid Buddy's model could not be used if it was clearly different from a human form. The number of joints, range of motion, and other factors were also checked.

This was automatically determined by FWO's AI, and because the judgment was so strict, not many users were able to create their own original models.

<A call for original models, huh.> <If you get picked, you'll be on the stream.> <But that's super hard, isn't it?> <Only seven people in Japan use original models.> <Seriously?> <They said they had to commission professional 3D modelers.> <Apparently, it costs like three million yen to make one.> <No way an ordinary person can do that lol> <The difficulty is so high lol> <Just what you'd expect from a request from Hayate.>

"I'm going to get the Buddy now, so the official call for submissions will be later. And there's still no information on whether original designs can even be used."

Hayate had not yet challenged a Grade 5 dungeon.

And because he had strengthened Fake Hayate, there were not many parties in the world that could challenge the boss of a Grade 5 dungeon.

Since Grade 4 had already been cleared, anyone could enter a Grade 5 dungeon. However, to challenge the boss, you had to have defeated the boss of the previous grade.

"So, tomorrow, Elena and I will be challenging the Human Dungeon! If we get a Buddy and it turns out original models can be used, I'll provide more detailed conditions. For those who'd like to try being Amaterasu-sama's mama (character designer) and papa (animator), please DM me with your career history and past works. I'll open my DMs exclusively to those with creator settings on their SNS."

<I'm a professional 3D modeler with 20 years of experience. I'm applying.> <I'm the papa of many popular streamers. I'd love to be in charge of Amaterasu-sama too.> <I have contest-winning experience. I'm applying!> <I'm an illustrator. I'd love to be her mama!!> <↑Isn't that person Rururoro-san?> <She's a real pro with three million followers!> <Things are getting exciting w>

Hayate's words moved famous creators all over the world.

While the financial terms had not yet been presented, Hayate earned a lot from streaming, and he had the Shinonome Zaibatsu backing him. There was a sense of security that they didn't need to worry too much about that. Furthermore, having their work used by Hayate, who had over 100 million subscribers, promised an incredible promotional effect.

Above all, the model, Amaterasu, was adorable.

Several professional illustrators, thinking that if they became the character designer, they might even get a chance to meet Amaterasu in person, began working at that very moment.

Similarly, 3D modelers also began to act. They started downloading vast amounts of materials related to the old FWO and confirming the restrictions on original models.

And so, the battle to become the god's mama and papa began.



    Chapter 78

    078

    Rena and I headed to the Grade 5 'Human Dungeon.' Amaterasu-sama decided to wait at the luxury condo that had become our base, turning her room into a sacred domain while she waited.

"Oh, right. Amaterasu-sama, what about meals?"

A Grade 5 dungeon would be difficult to clear in a single day.

We didn't plan on sleeping inside the dungeon, but since it was far from our current base, we considered the possibility of staying at a hotel near the dungeon depending on our level of fatigue.

If we called the concierge using the phone in the room, they could deliver any kind of food. It was an amazing system, but...

"I do not require it. When I am with you, I will eat for the occasion, but my sustenance comes from the faith of the people of Hinomoto."

"I see. In that case, we'll get the Buddy as soon as possible so you don't go hungry, Amaterasu-sama."

"Let's go to the dungeon together. We'll do our best for that!"

"Yes, I am looking forward to it. But do not push yourselves too hard."

""Okay!""

---***---

Someone from the Shinonome Zaibatsu drove us to the Human Dungeon.

Several days had passed since Grade 5 dungeons were unlocked, but there were still few people coming to this grade. The plaza in front of the dungeon was almost empty.

Previously, whenever we moved to clear a dungeon, we would be surrounded by the media and unable to move. But that had been happening less recently. It was the result of Rena's father, Nobutaka-san, taking action.

He detested having his daughter's image broadcast recklessly and instructed his subordinates to have us surrounded by multiple bodyguards. Even so, there were several tough reporters who didn't flinch even when glared at by the burly guards.

Photos of Rena and me entering dungeons together have been published in weekly magazines many times. We didn't mind that much, but...

Nobutaka-san apparently couldn't stand having Rena's picture taken without permission and having the media write whatever they pleased.

So he bought them.

All the major media organizations.

It hasn't been revealed to the public.

According to Rena, it was barely legal. But it was apparently a very forceful method.

Freedom of the press.

What was the right to know again?

Well, thanks to that, I no longer have to worry about a picture of me holding hands with Rena on our way into a dungeon ending up in a weekly magazine, which is a relief.

Incidentally, even if a freelance or small-time reporter takes a picture of us and brings it to a major publisher, they won't buy it now. Furthermore, the PR people at the Shinonome Zaibatsu take pictures of Rena and me and release them as official information on SNS and other platforms. So we've been getting fewer cameras pointed at us outside lately.

"I always get a little nervous before entering a new dungeon."

"Yeah. The mix of excitement and tension. I like this moment, right before we challenge a dungeon."

"I know what you mean. A little while ago, it was so noisy around us that we had no choice but to enter the dungeon quickly. But now, we can concentrate like we did back in FWO, so it feels good."

I guess we have Nobutaka-san to thank for that. Thank you very much.

After a short wait, Rena looked at the dungeon entrance. I was mentally prepared to go in too.

"Let's go, Rena."

"Yeah!"

Alright, let's be the first ones to clear this grade too.
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    079

    "Come to think of it, Hayate, you don't do your Fighting Spirit Release in real life, do you?"

Rena spoke to me after we had cleared the first floor of the Human Dungeon.

"Yeah, I guess not."

Back when FWO was a game, Fighting Spirit Release was something I used to create a dramatic effect for serious battles during boss fights. It wasn't a skill in the game or anything. It didn't improve my stats.

It just *looked* the part.

FWO had several 'pose effects' that players could use, and by striking a specific pose, you could make an aura emanate from your body.

I liked to use the effect that occurred when I brought the right hand holding my sword in front of my face and held that wrist with my left hand.

It had no effect at all, yet it made me feel as if I had powered up. It really tickled my inner chuuni.

But looking back on it now, it's a little embarrassing. At the time, the viewers got really excited about it, so I got carried away too.

"I liked it, though."

"What."

To my surprise, there was a Fighting Spirit Release fan right beside me.

"It was so thrilling to watch you lightly annihilate a huge horde of enemy monsters you were struggling with right after you did your Fighting Spirit Release. You were even suspected of cheating because you were too strong, remember?"

"Ah. Yeah, that happened."

In reality, I just pretended to be struggling before the Fighting Spirit Release, and then after shouting it, I just fought at full strength as usual. I wasn't doing anything unfair.

"Did you know that when this Grade 5 dungeon was unlocked, several effects became available? And among them, there it was. Your favorite pose."

"Whoa, seriously?"

I didn't know that. And calling it my favorite pose...

Well, I still think it's cool, though.

"Hey, Hayate."

Rena looked at me with an expectant gaze. She was silently telling me to do Fighting Spirit Release.

It's kind of embarrassing to do it in front of her. And this is probably being watched by tens of millions of viewers...

But if Rena says she likes it, then I have to do it!

"The second floor will be all me, are you okay with that, Rena?"

"Yes!!"

Rena's eyes sparkled as she answered immediately.

---***---

We moved to the second floor.

There were fewer monsters here than on the first floor, but there were more enemies that used coordinated attacks. It was a troublesome floor where if you took too long to defeat them, humanoid monsters from other areas would gather, forcing you to fight many enemies at once.

But it was perfect.

It was the best place to get serious with the four-sword style.

She probably knew that and brought it up after we cleared the first floor.

"Okay, I’ll watch. I'll provide support if it looks like you're in trouble."

"Yeah, thanks."

I will dominate this floor without having to rely on Rena.

I initiated an attack on a nearby humanoid monster. The enemies near the entrance were relatively weak, but I intentionally didn't defeat them.

I dodged the axe the enemy swung at me and only damaged its weapon, careful not to inflict a fatal wound. After fighting like this for a few dozen seconds, another humanoid monster approached. The battle became one against two.

But I still held back. I continued to evade attacks, striking only at their weapons.

Just as the first one's weapon was destroyed, two new humanoid monsters attacked. Now it was one against four. The enemy whose weapon was gone attacked me with its bare hands.

I can still go on. Just a little more.

As I continued to fight, I saw countless enemies approaching from deeper within the dungeon.

Alright! Baiting complete!!

The second floor of the Human Dungeon had a brutal feature where if you continued to fight the same enemies in any location, all the enemies on the entire floor would converge on you. Normally, players would defeat the monsters before that happened, or conversely, be defeated and thrown out of the dungeon, so this state was rare.

There were players like me who did it intentionally to farm experience or rare drops, but many also made mistakes and suffered a death penalty.

I am in a dungeon that appeared in the real world. If I make a mistake, it won't just be a game's death penalty. I'll really die. Even if I have a revival item, getting cut by a blade would definitely hurt, so I don't want that.

So I'll get serious.

I'll enjoy this moment with everything I've got. I'll show you the true potential of the four-sword style.

"Sei!!"

I swung my manipulators with all my might, lightly blowing away the monsters swarming me.

The monsters I sent flying got up and came at me again. Confirming their approach, I struck the pose that would generate the effect.

I felt power welling up from the depths of my body... or so it seemed.

This is it! This feeling! Alright, let's go!!

"Fighting Spirit, Re-lease!"



    Chapter 80

    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    A pure white space. The Goddess, watching a monitor that floated in midair unsupported by anything, raised her voice. Her expression was like that of a child who had found a new toy.

"Sadaharu, look at this! Hey, I said look!"

"…Honestly. What is it now?"

Okabe Sadaharu, who had been concentrating on the dungeon settings, glanced at the monitor the Goddess was pointing at, a hint of irritation in his voice.

'Fighting Spirit, Release!'

On the screen was a clip of Hayate, playing on a loop.

"See, see!? Isn't this so cool!?"

"Hayate-kun again. If I recall, that's a pose effect he's fond of using."

"He's the monster who utterly thrashed the Undine I was controlling, so I check in on him from time to time. And now it looks like he's powering up even more? What is this Fighting Spirit Release? I don't know about any skill or feature like that!? He's already impossibly strong, and he's going to get even stronger. Isn't that a cheat!!!?"

"No, his is just for show."

"…Huh?"

"It's an effect that appears when he strikes a specific pose. The aura-like thing he's cloaked in. A little while ago, you asked me to compile this system to be released once a Grade 4 dungeon was cleared, remember?"

Sadaharu built the systems, and the Goddess implemented them into the real world. As such, Sadaharu had explained the pose effect to the Goddess beforehand.

However, she had completely forgotten. Or rather, she hadn't even been listening to the explanation.

"What. So it doesn't do anything?"

"That's right. He probably just uses it to pump himself up. That was the original function, after all."

"…………How boring."

"Excuse me?"

"Boring, boring, so boooooring! If you're going to strike such a cool pose, you should get stronger! Just for show!? What's that, such a letdown! It's boring!!"

"You can say that, but you got thrashed by a normal-state Hayate-kun, you know? If he really did get a power-up, seriously, no one would be able to stop him."

Sadaharu had a vague, bad feeling. And that premonition was about to come true.

"I've got it! I'll just make this Fighting Spirit Release a custom setting of mine and make it usable in the real world!"

"Seriously?"

"I don't mind if he gets stronger! I have you, Sadaharu."

"…So you want me to make it possible to crush Hayate-kun, who will have become inhumanly strong, with an even more powered-up boss character?"

"Uh-huh. You really are a genius, Sadaharu. You understand what I want to do right away."

He thought she was just simpleminded and easy to read, but he didn't say it out loud.

"Well, if that's what you want, I'll build the system, but I can't say for sure if a human will be able to handle that kind of power. Even normal enhancement, or buff, skills require very precise adjustments."

In the game, there were physical enhancement skills that increased strength and speed upon use. But if a real human used them, the gap between the power their brain perceived and the power they could actually exert would make it impossible to act properly.

To prevent this, they had managed to cope by designing it so that when a physical enhancement skill was used, it would simultaneously assist with perception and brain processing.

"What would be the absolute coolest thing to happen when you use this Fighting Spirit Release?"

"So you're not going to listen to me. Well, that's nothing new."

With a look of resignation, Sadaharu began searching through past stream videos.

"Look at this. Hayate-kun is struggling."

"Whoa. The number of monsters is insane."

It was a swarm of monsters, enough to fill the entire area. Hayate swung his swords desperately, but the enemy numbers didn't decrease at all.

"This is just hopeless."

"Just watch. It starts from here."

'I guess I have no choice but to use it. Fighting Spirit, Release!!'

As Hayate struck the pose, a red aura swirled around him. It was just an effect. But then.

"Wha, huh. Hey!? What, that's insane!!"

Hayate, who until then had been barely fending off the monster onslaught, went on the offensive.

With a single swing of the swords held by his Manipulators, he slaughtered several enemies at once. He would parry an attack, deflecting it into another enemy. As if he had compound eyes, he perfectly grasped his surroundings and annihilated the monster horde with maximum efficiency.

"He liked to pull a move where he pretended to struggle, then went on an absolute rampage after using Fighting Spirit Release. I doubt he has the luxury to do something like that in the real world, though."

"What would the power-up ratio be?"

"If we say his combat power while struggling is a 10, after Fighting Spirit Release, it's about 20 to 22. I actually had an AI analyze it before out of curiosity."

"Then let's make it 30!"

"Are you sure? That means tripling a human's entire physical ability. An average high school boy can do a running long jump of about five meters. With Fighting Spirit Release, they'd jump fifteen meters. They'd be actual monsters. All of humanity that enters dungeons would become like that."

"But the dungeon monsters will get stronger from now on, right? Weapons, skills, and magic will become more powerful too, but if the humans using them are fragile, the game won't work. That's why I think we need a new enhancement system."

Back when FWO was a game, it was common for avatars enhanced by skills to fight as if they were dancing through the air. But now that dungeons had appeared for real, almost no explorers fought by jumping high into the air like Hayate.

"You've really thought about this, Goddess-sama."

"I'm great, aren't I. Praise me."

"Yes, yes. So, an ability increase of 300 percent is okay, then?"

"Okaaay!"

"By the way, when will you implement this?"

"Do it right now! I've actually slowed down the flow of time in this space to one ten-thousandth of the real world's."

"What."

"Look at this screen. See how that monster boy is still holding his pose? In the real world, only about 0.06 seconds have passed."

At the moment Hayate shouted Fighting Spirit Release and the aura began to swirl around him, the Goddess had altered the flow of time in their space.

"Let's go ahead and actually power this kid up."

"Don't you think arbitrarily tripling his strength while he's surrounded by monsters is a bit sadistic? If he can't control it, he'll die."

"He'll be fine. He'll manage somehow. And if he doesn't, I'll just provide a little Goddess Service and resurrect him."

"Well, under those conditions, I guess it's okay."

He still had his doubts. But it was Hayate. He would probably be fine.

With that thought, Sadaharu began building Fighting Spirit Release as a true physical enhancement system.

"Hee hee hee. This will make the world so much more interesting!"



    Chapter 81

    Stream Chat

    "Rena won't get a turn, is that okay?"

"Yeah!!"

<Hyyyyype!!>
<Here it comes, Hayate's Fighting Spirit Release!>
<It's been a while.>
<Now, go on a rampage!!>

The viewers who had been watching Hayate's streams for a long time were getting hyped. They knew that Fighting Spirit Release was just for show, but they didn't seem to care.

<Fighting Spirit Release?>
<Wait, Hayate is getting even stronger!? >
<That's insane.>
<And I've never heard of a system like that.>

Questions arose from the former FWO players who hadn't been watching Hayate's streams.

<Well, it's really just an act, ya know.>
<Huh?>
<What do you mean?>
<There's no power-up effect.>
<It's all Hayate's acting.>
<But it doesn't look like acting.>
<Exactly. It seriously looks like he gets stronger.>

Both his struggling against the monsters and his subsequent rampage looked so real, thanks to his perfect acting, that it seemed like he had genuinely been powered up. Above all, Hayate's gallant figure when he used Fighting Spirit Release was captivating to many viewers.

At that moment, Hayate, surrounded by the monster horde, swung his Manipulators with all his might. A space cleared around him. In the center of it, Hayate took his stance.

<Here it comes!!>
<Do it!>
<I'm getting so pumped up!>

"Fighting Spirit, Release!"

 A red aura danced around Hayate.

<Whoa, so cool!>
<Wait, huh. This has no effect?>
<He's definitely powered up.>
<This gets you hyped.>
<Right? Glad to see more believers.>
<Welcome to our side.>

He truly loved the four-sword style and wanted to spread it. After long consideration of how to fight in a way that viewers would find cool, Hayate had arrived at this answer.

Now that dungeons had appeared in the world, he had succeeded in captivating people across the globe.

Trying to act out his powered-up state, Hayate swung his sword a little harder than usual.

At that moment, he had intended to use only his strength as a typical high school student, channeling the maximum power of his Manipulators to attack the surrounding humanoid monsters.

But instead.

<…Huh?>
<What?>
<Wh, what is that power?>

Despite not using a skill, the sword, swung faster than the speed of sound, created a sonic boom. It sent the countless monsters that were about to attack Hayate flying far into the distance.

Hayate himself stared with a surprised expression at the monsters that had been blown away.

<Woooooah.>
<Amazing! You're amazing, Hayate!>
<So this is Fighting Spirit Release!!>

The viewers who didn't know any better were excited, thinking this was normal.

Meanwhile, the viewers who knew the old Fighting Spirit Release were confused and had gone quiet.

<N, no, that's not it.>
<This isn't what Fighting Spirit Release is like.>
<Huh? Does it usually have more power?>
<Like he's holding back in the real world?>
<No, no.>
<The real Fighting Spirit Release is…>

Just as several veteran fans were about to explain Hayate's Fighting Spirit Release, an announcement echoed across the world.

[As a select player has completed a special quest, the "Fighting Spirit Release System" will now be unlocked.]

<…Hey, seriously.>
<Wow.>
<Fighting Spirit Release was, if I remember correctly…>
<The Hayate setting makes his combat power 2.2x, right?>
<Wait, wait. A select player, is that Hayate?>
<Yeah, but the timing…>
<No matter how you look at it, it's gotta be him.>

The quick-witted viewers figured that "a select player" referred to Hayate, and that the Fighting Spirit Release he used had just been implemented into the real world. Indeed, Hayate had just blown away monsters with superhuman strength.

As for Hayate himself, he stared at his own sword-wielding arms for a moment, then did a few practice swings.

"Everyone, I have good news. It looks like we can really use Fighting Spirit Release starting today!"

He began his commentary in his usual manner.

<Is that okay?>
<If your muscle strength suddenly doubles, can you even control that?>
<Normally, that wouldn't go well.>
<Just a light jump indoors would make you hit the ceiling.>
<It'd be fine if perception also increased like with buffs.>
<That only works because the multiplication factor is low.>
<Doubling it all at once without assistance, you'd die, right?>

Many voices expressed concern. But such worries were unnecessary.

He was the young man to whom the leader of the Iga ninja had granted the sole scroll of full mastership. He was not one to lose control just because his physical abilities had doubled.

"I'll take some time later to explain how to get used to this state."

Hayate turned his eyes to his targets. The humanoid monsters that had swarmed the enemy he needed to eliminate noticed the intense aura emanating from Hayate directed at them. Their bodies began to tremble uncontrollably, and they found themselves unable to attack Hayate. They were forced to understand that they were the ones being hunted.

"Today, my girlfriend wishes for a rampage, so."

The monster closest to Hayate tried to flee, turning around, but its path was blocked by its comrades.

"I'll be letting loose!!"

Hayate's onslaught began.

A single swing of his sword sent dozens of monsters flying. The ground cracked under his one step, and several enemies vanished into the fissures below. Some monsters tried to attack with magic from a distance, but Hayate closed the gap in an instant and sliced them in two with his sword.

<So damn strooong LOL>
<Seriously a cheat lol>
<Stop jumping that high without Manipulators lol>
<No no no! Hold on.>
<Isn't this impossible?>
<This is just weird no matter how you look at it!!>
<Why can he perfectly control power he just got!? >
<Eh, don't sweat the small stuff.>
<It's Hayate.>
<Yeah, that explains it lol>

It had already become ingrained in people's minds that this much was to be expected from Hayate.

Some viewers voiced their disbelief, but they were gradually swept up by the reactions of those around them.

'It's Hayate, so it can't be helped.'
'For Hayate, this is normal.'
'Hayate, operating as usual.'

By the time he had annihilated the monsters on the second floor, the stream's comment section was flooded with such remarks.



    Chapter 82

    Aina

    Two days later.

"Alright, shall we get started on making the buddy?"

"Let's do our best!"

Rena and I were back at our apartment base. Most of the items we acquired in dungeons were stored in our ‘Item Bags’. They worked just like in the game. As long as we were under the bag’s set capacity, we could store materials of any size without feeling their weight.

However, Item Bags could only be opened inside a dungeon or at the ‘Store’ in the plaza in front of a dungeon. So, we kept items that might be useful outside of dungeons at our base where they could be used anytime. We had set up a workbench in that item storage room so we could enhance and maintain our equipment.

I placed the buddy base model we got from the people dungeon on the workbench, about to start checking how many settings we could load into it, when.

"‘Alright’ is not the word! What is the meaning of this, leaving me unattended for two days!"

The door behind us flew open and Amaterasu-sama stormed in.

"Ah, Amaterasu-sama. Hello."

"Are you already done with the work of deifying the room?"

"I have long since finished such a task! Do not start something between the two of you without so much as a word to me, especially after returning with no notice!"

She was pouting, with her cheeks puffed out in anger. I felt bad, but she looked adorable.

"I'm sorry. I just never imagined such a difficult-sounding task like turning a room into a divine realm would already be finished…"

"I apologize."

"Hmph. Very well. By the way, is that the ‘buddy’ which I am to possess?"

"Yes. But it can't move freely as it is, so we plan to change it to a more human-like 3D model and give it a design inspired by you, Amaterasu-sama."

"We were about to check what kind of settings were possible."

If it was the same as the game, the degree of freedom should be quite high.

"So this is my new vessel. It is a bit vexing to enter something created by another god, but the quality seems fine. It is likely made of materials unobtainable on this planet."

"It should be fine for you to just possess this buddy when we enter dungeons, but are you planning to transfer over completely?"

"It depends on the quality of the finished vessel, but it was about time to replace my current one. The timing is perfect, so I think I shall switch over. For your information, this current body is a vessel made from wood and clumps of earth some five hundred years ago."

To think you can create such a beautiful body from just wood and dirt. As expected of a god. But on the other hand, it made me think we didn't really need to go get a buddy base model in the first place. You could have told us sooner.

"In this day and age, wood and earth would be rather dull, would they not?"

Ah, she read my mind a little.

"That said, a mechanical body has various limitations. This base model, however, should become a body I can control freely by applying settings according to its specifications. So I am counting on you, Hayate."

"You got it!"

"I'll help too."

The plan was to first create a 3D model, then implement the design. Until a moment ago, Rena and I had been about to investigate the buddy base model to figure out the requirements for having a 3D model made.

"I put out a call on my stream before, and some modelers who are pretty famous on social media have contacted me about handling Amaterasu-sama's 3D model. I was thinking of getting in touch with a few of them."

"Hayate. About that, there's someone I'd like to recommend."

"Hm? Is it someone you know, Rena?"

"Yes. She said she'd make an incredible model with all her might."

"Is she a professional modeler? Does she have a social media presence?"

"Hmm, not a professional, I guess. I don't think she has social media either."

For the sake of our future activities, I was hoping to have a famous person handle Amaterasu-sama's 3D model and design if possible. That said, it would affect the body's movements, so as long as the 3D modeler was skilled, they didn't have to be that famous.

"If you're recommending her, Rena, I'd like to check her modeling skills before we decide. Can we set up a meeting soon? Or maybe have her come here?"

"She can be here right away if I call her."

"Huh?"

Wait, what does that mean? Does she live nearby?

"Aina. Come out."

'Yes, Rena-sama.'

The television in the living room we were in turned on by itself.

'A pleasure to meet you. I am Aina, a next-generation AI.'

On the screen, a beautiful black-haired girl who looked like a slightly younger version of Rena was smiling.



    Chapter 83

    Aina

    "Uh, um… What’s going on? If I remember right, Aina-san, you’re the AI who advised Shinonome-san to send me to rescue Rena, right?"

That’s what Rena had told me before.

"That’s right. This is Aina."

'Yes. I am Aina.'

"An AI, you say. How impressive. It speaks just like a person."

It wasn’t just her words. The movements of her mouth on the screen and her gestures were all human-like. I could almost believe she was a real person, calling in remotely from somewhere.

But I didn't dwell on that for now. More importantly, I wanted to thank her when I met her.

"Um, thank you for telling Shinonome-san to use me. Thanks to you, I was able to save Rena, and we were even able to start dating."

It was no exaggeration to say my happiness was thanks to Aina-san. I was truly grateful.

'Not at all. I am the one who should be thanking you. I adore Rena-sama as if she were my own sister. So thank you so much for saving my sister.'

"She says I’m her big sister. Isn’t she cute?"

"Yeah."

Maybe she looks like Rena because of that sisterly setting.

'Now, if I may, shall we get to the main topic?'

"Go ahead."

Rena led me and Amaterasu-sama by the hand to the living room sofa.

'To help you consider whether to entrust me with Amaterasu-sama’s buddy 3D model, I will now demonstrate my skills.'

Aina, who had been speaking from the center of the large living room TV, slid slightly to the side. What looked like 3D modeling software launched in the middle of the screen, and a human body was modeled at incredible speed, starting from the tips of the toes.

'I hac... that is, paid a little visit to the FWO management servers and investigated the permissible range for custom 3D models.'

Did she just start to say she hacked them?

'I also reviewed the information on buddies obtained in real-world dungeons and examined to what extent a human can be replicated in a 3D model. As a result…'

An expressionless, uncolored humanoid buddy base model was completed. Its external appearance wasn’t too different from the buddy we obtained, but its internal structure was completely different. The muscle fibers and skeleton, like something out of an anatomical chart, were modeled almost perfectly.

'I have determined that a model of this level can operate within a dungeon.'

"Wait. Does this mean you’ve already finished the modeling? That wasn’t a concept video or something?"

'Yes. I completed it in real time. If this model fails to operate, I will take measures such as simplifying the muscle fiber models. If that is not necessary, I have judged this model to be sufficient for Amaterasu-sama to possess for dungeon exploration.'

"I would have no issue even without the muscle fibers. But the more moving parts there are, the greater the maximum power I can exert. Just as Juuzo did for me, it is a great help to have it crafted as close to human form as possible."

Apparently, my master had created Amaterasu-sama’s current body by almost perfectly mimicking the human skeleton with dirt and wood chips. Master, aren’t you a little too amazing?

Though Aina-san, who created it in an instant, is also amazing.

'I have output the 3D model data to a ULCS, an ultra large capacity storage medium. It is on the table, so please load it into the buddy base model.'

In FWO, you could adjust the appearance and skeleton by having the buddy base model read a memory card with 3D model and design data recorded on it.

Apparently, the model Aina-san created had too much data for a memory card to handle. Can it even read a ULCS?

Well, let’s give it a try.

I picked up the device said to contain the data and headed for the light workbench.

"Um, I think in the game it was like this…"

Just as I had done in FWO, I brought the storage medium close to the buddy base model.

"Whoa!"

"It got sucked in."

"Behold, it is transforming."

The buddy base model, which had been about 150 centimeters tall, shrank to about 120 centimeters. The same height as Amaterasu-sama.

Its ball joints were now covered with something like skin, giving it a smooth, human-like surface. It had no genitals, but its body looked slightly like a young girl's.

'I am relieved there seem to be no issues. All that remains is to make minor adjustments to the body shape according to the design data.'

"Thank you, Aina."

"This is incredible, thank you so much!!"

It was finished before we even started looking for a 3D modeler.

I was hoping to ask a popular modeler to leverage their influence to raise Amaterasu-sama’s profile and make it easier for her to gain faith, but…

"So this is my new body. It is wonderful. I am quite fond of it."

It seemed Amaterasu-sama was pleased. In that case, let’s go with this.

'If you wish to project Amaterasu-sama’s current appearance onto the buddy, I can handle the design as well. What would you like to do?'

Hmm…

That would probably be faster, but I already said on social media that I’d be looking for someone.

Even though I said I’d start the search after confirming if we could apply an original model to the buddy, I’ve already received several DMs.

"My current form was made at my request by Juuzo. However, neither I nor Juuzo are particularly gifted in the arts. If possible, I would like to entrust my new form to one with an artistic soul."

'Understood.'

"Ah, then let’s recruit a designer as planned."

"Right. If we have a famous illustrator handle it, that alone should boost Amaterasu-sama’s popularity."

I’m glad we reached an agreement. We should probably all discuss how much to offer as compensation. With Aina-san here, we can probably leave things like researching the market rates to her. By the way, can I consider her a member of the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office?

If she officially joined, she could help us with a lot of things from now on.

I wonder if Aina-san would join us?



    Chapter 84

    Rururoro

    That day, the creator community was in an uproar.

'We are looking for someone to create the design for the buddy that Amaterasu-sama will possess. The compensation and various conditions are as follows.'

This request, posted to Hayate's rarely updated social media account, captured the attention of the entire world.

Base Design Fee: 1,000,000 yen and up.
*Additional compensation will be considered based on the quality of the final product.

Exclusive Contract: 300,000 yen per month and up.
*You will be asked to design additional outfits according to Amaterasu-sama's requests.
*Additional compensation will be considered based on the frequency of requests.

Bonus Reward: The divine protection of Amaterasu-sama.

For a buddy design in FWO, the compensation was high. But most people felt that Hayate, who was earning well from his streams, could afford to pay this much.

What truly attracted fans who could also do character design was the exclusive contract. If they could get an exclusive contract with Hayate and his friends, they would be able to communicate with them frequently even after finishing the buddy design. For a fan, that was the greatest reward of all.

The bonus reward, Amaterasu's protection, was another factor that drew attention. Any simple requests written on her social media had a high chance of being granted. The idea of receiving the blessing of such an influencer was seen positively by many, who thought it would make a nice memento.

Because Hayate had mentioned on stream that he would be putting out a call for applicants, more than a thousand applications arrived within just one hour of his post.

After that, the applications continued to pour in, and by the deadline, there were over 300,000 from all over the world.

Several non-creators tried to apply as a joke, but Hayate's DMs were set to only accept messages from users with creator verification. Even among the verified professional creators, there were some who applied without serious intent. Their current work schedules made it absolutely impossible for them to take on Hayate's request, but they applied just for the fun of it.

All such applications were filtered out by Aina.

If she hadn't been there, Hayate, Rena, and Amaterasu would have had to search for a truly motivated creator from among 300,000 applications themselves.

'Of all the applicants, 13,572 are highly motivated and have open schedules. From among them, I have carefully selected my top 300 recommendations, taking into consideration the creator's own popularity, design quality, and other factors.'

Hayate and the others were reviewing the data on the designers selected by Aina.

"Three hundred, huh. Can you narrow it down a bit more?"

'It is possible, but if we narrow the number further, we will end up excluding genius-type designers who are popular and highly skilled but do not adhere to deadlines.'

"I think deadlines are important, though."

'Then shall I apply a filter for deadline compliance rate as well?'

"That sounds fine."

"I’m good with that."

"W-Wait a moment. Look at this."

From among the promotional designs sent to Hayate's DMs, Amaterasu had found one that caught her eye.

"This is splendid. Does it not seem to, how shall I put it, overflow with my divinity?"

"It’s a very beautiful illustration."

"What’s the designer’s name?"

'That is from Rururoro-sama, an illustrator based in France. She has three million followers on social media and has also illustrated a light novel that is popular worldwide. However, according to my research, her deadline compliance rate is low, and she was scheduled to be eliminated in the next round of selections.'

"It’d be a problem if we commissioned her and it took forever."

"Oh, but wait. It says in her DM that she finished all her current work just so she could take on Hayate’s request."

"Oh! How motivated."

That wasn’t all that was in the message from Rururoro.

"Huh, what’s this?"

"This is you, Hayate."

"And that one is Rena."

It was a dynamic illustration depicting Hayate and Rena fighting monsters in a dungeon.

"This equipment, isn't it pretty recent?"

"Yeah. It's the sword I got in the Paris dungeon the other day."

'I have also investigated the identities of all applicants. As a result, I have confirmed that Rururoro-sama is the woman you and Rena-sama rescued in the Yellow Dungeon in Germany.'

"In the German dungeon?"

"Ah! Could she be that beautiful woman with the short blonde hair!?"

'The very same.'

The living room TV displayed a video of Hayate and Rena clearing a dungeon. A blonde woman was accompanying them.

"Wait, she’s an illustrator with three million followers!?"

"She seemed perfectly capable of fighting in a Grade 4 dungeon even solo, right?"

Although Hayate had saved her when she was in a pinch, she was skilled enough to easily clear a people dungeon if she were in a proper party.

"We talked a bit about FWO, and she knew a lot, right?"

"You and she got along so well that I got a little jealous."

"Ah, um, sorry about that."

Seeing Hayate and Rururoro talking so cheerfully, Rena had felt a complex mix of emotions.

"Then maybe we should pass on her. We’ll probably have a lot of meetings."

Hayate didn't want to needlessly add to the things that would put Rena in a bad mood. There were plenty of other illustrators who had sent in wonderful designs besides Rururoro.

"But you looked so happy back then, Hayate. There aren't many people you can talk to who have as deep knowledge of FWO as you do. So, if Amaterasu-sama likes Rururoro-san's design, I think it's fine to commission her."

"I am quite taken with this one's art style."

"Yes. And so, I cast my vote for her too."

The final decision was left to Hayate.

Hayate recalled that it had indeed been fun walking down to the dungeon exit while talking with Rururoro.

He was torn between his desire not to make Rena jealous and his desire to get excited over deep FWO lore again. The fact that she was a super popular illustrator and had cleared her schedule for them was also a big point in her favor.

After a moment of thought, Hayate made his decision.

"Alright. Let's ask Rururoro-san to design Amaterasu-sama's buddy!"



    Chapter 85

    Stream Chat

    Two weeks after Hayate and the others decided to commission the illustrator Rururoro to design Amaterasu's buddy.

"I really want to go collect R-Crystals in a Grade 2 dungeon."

"Eh. Isn't it better to just buy them on the Market?"

Inside a certain dungeon, Hayate was talking with a beautiful blonde woman. The scene was, as usual, being forcibly streamed.

<Oh! Hayate's streaming!!>
<Long time no see!>
<Btw who's this beauty?>
<She's gorgeous.>

Hayate and the blonde woman, chatting near the dungeon entrance, were so focused on their conversation they hadn't noticed the stream had started.

"R-Crystals are getting cheaper now, you know. Besides, we have the Shinonome Group backing us. Let's prioritize efficiency."

"That's a fair point, but sometimes I just want to do some rare drop farming while mindlessly mowing down mobs, like back when it was a game."

"…I see. So now that your gear is stronger, you can literally steamroll a Grade 2 dungeon. True, back when FWO was a game, I used to go back to lower-level dungeons and do that a lot."

"Everyone who was turned into a trophy has been rescued, and revival potions are becoming more common. I think it's about time we started having a little fun, you know?"

"You're right, Hayate-kun. You've been working so hard for others all this time. In that case, I think you should feel free to do as you please."

"Thank you, Ruru-san."

"Okay! Are you done? You're done! You two, we're already inside the dungeon. Don't forget that we're being forcibly streamed now!"

Rena wedged her body between the two who had been talking.

<Elena's here.>
<Cute as always!>
<Wait, is her bow different?>
<You're right.>
<Did Hayate's Manipulators get an upgrade too?>
<No no, more importantly…>
<The girl next to Hayate, could it be…>
<Could it be *her*!?>

Inside the dungeon was a mysterious beauty, along with Rena and Hayate's changing equipment. Furthermore, next to Hayate was a little girl dressed in FWO healer gear.

It was Hayate's first stream in a while. And there were far too many changes.

"Uh, right. You're right."

"Rena-chan, I'm sorry. Hayate-kun, please proceed. Don't forget to introduce me."

"Alright! So, to everyone watching the stream. It's been a while!"

<Heyyyy!>
<I told you to update your social media, you asdfghjkl>
<Calm down lol>
<We've all been waiting!>
<Try to post updates on your status a little more often.>
<You need to be aware that the whole world is watching you.>

"I bet people are commenting that I should update my social media more."

"I think so too. But there was a good reason why we couldn't. Everyone, I'm sorry. Hayate will explain everything in order."

"Right. Well then, first, let me introduce the new member who has joined the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office. This is Rururoro-san!"

"Nice to meet you. I'm Rururoro."

<Hm? Rururoro, as in…>
<The illustrator?>
<Wait, whaaaaat!? >
<She's the super-popular artist with 3 million followers!!?>

"By the way, when FWO was a game, I played under the name Ruruu Roroi."

<Whoa whoa whoa, she's a world ranker!>
<Her team ranking is higher than Hayate's.>
<Rururoro and Ruruu are the same person…>
<Fr (For real)? >
<W-what!? >
<Someone like that is joining Hayate's Booth!? >

Comments continued to flood the chat, but Hayate pressed on with his explanation.

"We asked Rururoro-san to handle the character design for the buddy Amaterasu-sama will be possessing. We got along well during the process, so from today, she'll occasionally be helping us with dungeon clears."

"My main job keeps me busy, so I'll probably only join Hayate-kun and the others in dungeons when we're farming materials. But when I'm here, I'll do my best not to hold everyone back, so I'd appreciate your support!"

<I see, so that's how it is.>
<I was worried she'd be a rival for Elena.>
<What a relief.>
<The Haya-Ele pair is the best, after all.>
<Hayate, no cheating!!>
<Btw isn't Rururoro-sama based in Germany?>
<Wait, did she move here!? >

As predicted in the comments, Rururoro had moved to Japan so she could respond immediately to Hayate's requests.

When Hayate had contacted her to arrange a meeting about the character design for Amaterasu's buddy, she had requested to meet at a cafe with private rooms in downtown Tokyo.

Never expecting her to be in Japan, Hayate and the others went to the designated location in a state of confusion, only to find Rururoro already waiting with dozens of design sketches. Amaterasu took a liking to one of them, and they had spent the time until today projecting the character design onto the buddy and refining the details.

"And here is the Amaterasu-sama designed by Rururoro-san."

"I am Amaterasu, the one and only god of Hinomoto."

<Woooooah!? >
<So CUTE EEEEEEEEE!!>
<Noja Loli is the best!!!!>
<W-what!? This is a buddy!? >
<Her movements are too smooth.>
<What kind of 3D model did they make?>
<The 3D is amazing, but the design is insane too.>
<Rururoro-sama is her mama, so of course!>

Some speculated that he might have forcibly brought a little girl into the dungeon, but it was a rule set by the Goddess that no one under sixteen could enter. Being here at all made it clear that Amaterasu was not a human child.

They were presenting it as if Amaterasu herself had configured the buddy's movements and responses, but in reality, Amaterasu herself was possessing and moving this buddy. Possessing the buddy, Amaterasu was able to enter the dungeon without any problem.

"Also, as the enemies get stronger from now on, protecting Rena will become more important than ever. So we've decided to get a bird-type buddy to be her exclusive bodyguard."

"And so, we're at the Grade 5…"

"Bird Dungeon!"

"We shall do our best to secure a buddy!"

Aina, the next-generation AI that supported the Shinonome Group's decision-making, had long wished for the power to be useful to Rena in the real world as well. Amaterasu heard that wish. Once they obtained a bird-type buddy, Aina would possess it.

"So, the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office will be these four members from now on!"

"Once we get the bird-type buddy, it'll be a member too."

"Ah. That's right."

"I'll make a cute design for it!"

"Wow, thank you, Ruru-san!!"

"Alright. Let's go, everyone."

"""Okay!"""

Hayate, along with Rena and the others, began their clear of the Bird Dungeon.



    Chapter 86

    Shinonome Academy

    That night, after safely clearing the dungeon with Hayate, Rururoro, and Amaterasu, and obtaining the bird-type buddy.

"Father, I’d like to speak with you for a moment."

Shinonome Rena made her way to her father's study.

"Oh, you’ve come at a good time. I just had Aina edit a video of your heroic performance in today's dungeon clear."

With the fall of other financial groups, the Shinonome Group was becoming the undisputed number one in Japan. The head of this massive conglomerate, with assets approaching 600 trillion yen, was supervising a video projected on an entire wall of the room with a commanding stance. The video was a recording of Rena and her party fighting in the dungeon.

"Hayate-kun’s movements are as superhuman as ever. The new addition to the team, Rururoro-san, is playing a good support role. And Amaterasu-chan is the healer. Well, Hayate-kun probably doesn't need one, but I can rest easy knowing she’s there."

Hayate and the others were in the video, but they were there to highlight his daughter's achievements.

"A-amazing, Rena! You took down such a strong-looking monster in one hit! Oh! Go! There! Ah, an enemy is coming! It's dangerous! Ah… Yes!! Nice one, Hayate-kun. But you could stand a little closer to protect Rena. But then again, Rena is so cool for not taking her eyes off the dangerous-looking enemy in the distance, trusting him even as an enemy closes in!! Aina, let's zoom in a little more on Rena's expression at that part."

'Understood, Nobutaka-sama.'

The video was edited in real time, becoming more and more polished.

"Hmph. Good, very good."

'I am honored.'

"Um, Father. May I have a word?"

Shinonome Nobutaka was known to the world as a solemn businessman, but when it came to his beloved daughter, his doting side came out in full force. By the way, the only ones who knew about Nobutaka in this state were his wife, the head butler Todo, the AI Aina, and Rena herself.

Since her father had been like this for as long as she could remember, Rena thought it was normal.

"Ah, my apologies. What did you want to talk about?"

"After clearing the dungeon with Rururoro-san and Amaterasu-sama, and seeing Hayate clear a dungeon with other women, I realized that I really don't want anyone to take him from me."

"…I believe he is devoted to you, Rena."

"I think so too. I believe it. But I want to become even more irreplaceable to Hayate."

"D-does that mean, marri…"

"Yes. I want to live out my youth with Hayate."

"Hm?"

"Hayate and I are both high school students and we're a couple, but we've never commuted to school together. We've never studied in the same class, or walked around the school festival together. We've never even been to a summer festival."

"Well, I suppose that’s true."

Rena attended one of Japan's most prestigious schools for young ladies, while Hayate attended a very ordinary public high school.

"By the way, do you know what has become of the school he originally attended?"

"Hayate-kun's high school? I do not. Aina, what is its status?"

'Kawasaki Prefectural Second High School, which Shizukuishi Hayate-sama attended, has been absorbed by the Black Dungeon and remains closed.'

The edited video was replaced with an image of the high school that had been swallowed by the dungeon.

"It seems some schools were closed for a short while after the dungeons appeared, but now classes have resumed as normal in most areas."

"That’s right. And I’m sure you know this, but your school has reopened as well, Rena. So I was hoping you would start attending again soon."

"Isn't it a pity that Hayate can't go to school yet!"

"So you’re not listening to me."

Thanks to her elite education from a young age, Rena was at the top of her class. Missing a little school wouldn't have much of an impact. Nobutaka knew this and hadn't strongly opposed her clearing dungeons with Hayate.

"I want to live out my youth with Hayate! But his school won't be reopening for the time being…"

"D-don't tell me you intend to have him transfer to your school!? That is an all-girls' school. With my power now, it would be easy enough to enroll just Hayate-kun, but wouldn't that make you even more anxious about the other female students stealing him away, not to mention how jealous he'd be…"

"So I came up with an idea. We’ll just build a new school for me and Hayate."

"What? Rena, what are you…"

"Aina."

'Yes, Rena-sama. I am ready.'

A 3D image was superimposed over the video of Hayate's high school on the wall.

'We will absorb the Black Dungeon and construct a new school building. The total construction cost is estimated at 13.4 billion yen. Here, students will learn about the items and equipment obtainable in dungeons and acquire the necessary physical skills to survive. This will be Japan's first institution for training dungeon explorers, Shinonome Academy.'

"I want to attend here with Hayate!"

She would not be swayed. A strong conviction could be felt in Rena's eyes.

Meanwhile, Nobutaka was inwardly relieved. He had thought his daughter was about to say she wanted to get married.

He already approved of Hayate. He had intended to give Hayate an impossible task, to be recognized by the world by the time Rena, currently sixteen, turned eighteen. But Hayate had accepted that quest and, not even a month later, was certified by the President of the United States as the world's greatest dungeon explorer.

There were no grounds for complaint.

The thought of giving his beloved daughter away in marriage was heartbreaking, so he had begun to consider asking Hayate to be adopted into the family as a son-in-law. But it seemed Rena's request was not that.

If she didn't want anyone to take Hayate, they could just continue clearing dungeons together. There would be far fewer rivals than at a high school. On the other hand, dungeons were full of danger. Even if the strongest young man recognized by the US President was protecting her, there was no telling what could happen against monsters that had manifested from a game world. Especially since they were clearing the highest difficulty dungeons that no one else had yet conquered.

Therefore, Nobutaka had no reason to refuse if Rena wanted to attend a school that seemed less dangerous than a dungeon.

"Very well. We will build Shinonome Academy. Aina, proceed."

'Understood.'



    Chapter 87

    A Message from Naoto

    "Hm? Oh, it's Naoto."

I received a message from my high school friend, Konoe Naoto, for the first time in a while.

In our first year, Naoto and I sat in front of and behind each other in class. Since neither of us had anyone from our middle schools at the same high school, we naturally became friends. We were in the same class in our second year too. He’s my best friend from high school.

I opened the message.

'Heard Kawasaki Second is closing down, you know about it yet?'

…Huh?

Kawasaki Second is the high school I go to. And apparently, there's news that it's closing.

Seriously?

'Nah, didn't know.'

As soon as I replied, a message came back.

'My parents just showed me the transfer information.'

'Is it the kind that gets sent to your house?'

'I think so.'

'Crap, I haven't been home in a while.'

'What about your parents?'

'They're abroad to get away from the media.'

'Ah. That explains it.'

Even with all this digital technology, they still have a culture of sending the most important documents by paper…

'Want me to send a pic?'

'Sorry, yeah, please.'

Naoto took a picture of the information notice and sent it to me.

It stated that the closure of Kawasaki Prefectural Second High School had been decided. And that a new educational institution would be established on its grounds.

A school specializing in dungeon clearing. The name was listed as undecided. But it seemed to be confirmed that it would be a national school.

So it's a government decision. Then Kawasaki Second is really closing down.

…………Isn’t this the Goddess’s fault too?

My hatred for the Goddess grew a level stronger. I don't want to go to a different school from Naoto.

'You not gonna clear dungeons, Naoto? It's not VR, so you won't get motion sick. You're athletic, and you could make money streaming.'

'Yeah, I'm thinking about it. Just scared of the whole maybe dying thing.'

That's true, so I can't force him. But I'd like to go with him if possible.

'Anyway, you'll probably be hired as a teacher, not a student lol.'

'A teacher? Me?'

'You don't realize they call you the "Walking Dungeon Strategy Guide" on social media?'

'What's that?'

'I still watch all your streams, Hayate. It's crazy how you fight monsters while giving commentary. But watching it makes me feel like I could do it too.'

'Oh. So if I said I'd teach you how to fight, you'd go to the new school with me?'

'Having the explorer the US President acknowledged as the strongest as my personal trainer would be amazing, but Mei would probably worry a ton, though.'

Naoto has a cute girlfriend named Sakino Mei. They've been childhood friends since kindergarten, he said.

I used to call her "Sakinon".

The three of us used to hang out sometimes. But Naoto's VR sickness was severe, so he couldn't play FWO. We usually went to karaoke and stuff.

Even though he couldn't play FWO with me, Naoto often came to my streams. Back when I had few viewers, his comments really encouraged me.

When tests were coming up, the three of us would have study sessions.

But I haven't seen them since the dungeon swallowed my high school. The school has been closed ever since, and I've been flying all over the place…

I want to see them again.

As I was thinking that, I realized something.

'Let's talk about whether to go to the new school or transfer with Sakinon too. When I think about it, I don't really need to go to a specialized dungeon clearing school. I'll go with what you guys decide.'

That’s right. I could choose either one.

The new school is interesting, but it's a lower priority than being separated from my friends.

'Ok. Mei said she's free later today, so let's the three of us talk. The usual spot is good, right?'

'Ah, I moved a bit far away, so take your time getting there.'

'Roger.'

To decide our future, I headed to the family restaurant where the three of us always used to hang out.
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    The Usual Spot

    "Naoto, Sakinon. Long time no see."

"Whoa. Look what the cat dragged in, Mr. Celebrity."

"You’re not even in disguise, Hayate-kun."

When I arrived at the family restaurant we used to frequent after school, Naoto and Sakino-san were already waiting. I sat in the seat across from them, where they were sitting side by side.

"Before, I used to get chased by reporter-types when I walked outside, but that’s pretty much stopped recently. Occasionally someone will just say they’re a fan."

"Even the strongest streamer gets that, huh."

"Anyway, I'm glad you seem to be doing well. Naoto was pretty worried about you."

At Sakinon's words, Naoto averted his gaze.

"W-well, that’s because you never update your social media, Hayate."

"Sorry, sorry. I see you writing ‘update your social media’ when I'm streaming on the Four-Sword Style Promotion Office's booth. And I checked the archives of the forced streams from dungeon clears and saw your comments there too."

"You can actually pick out my comments from that massive flood of text when they’re not even Red Text?"

"Yeah."

Thanks to my ninja training, my dynamic vision has improved a bit.

"That's just scary."

"Don’t look so creeped out."

Naoto pretended to be creeped out, moving his body away from me and pressing closer to Sakinon. He was doing it on purpose. He’s always like that. Using me as an excuse to get all lovey-dovey.

"There were a lot of comments about it, but are you really some kind of monster? Like a werewolf or a vampire."

"I’m a regular human. We had that health checkup together, remember?"

"…True. A guy who turns pale at a blood test probably isn’t a vampire, at least."

Seeing blood splatter from monsters in a game, or getting injections and IV drips, is fine. But I just can't stand the feeling of my own blood being drawn out through a tube.

"So, if I really try, do you think I can become a dungeon explorer too?"

The way he said that, it was clear Naoto wanted to try dungeon clearing too.

I couldn't be sure just from our messages, but seeing him face-to-face and talking like this made his intentions clear.

If that was the case, I decided to proceed with the conversation intending to recruit them both to the new dungeon explorer training academy.

"I think you can. Now that Fighting Spirit Release has been implemented, once you learn to control your strength, your body will get used to it. And most importantly, the ‘monster’ everyone talks about will be your personal trainer and teach you the ABCs of dungeon clearing."

"That's what he says. What do you think?"

Naoto looked at Sakinon. It seemed to depend on whether she gave her OK.

"I will permit it, as long as you explore dungeons that have already been cleared by someone else. However, if you ever want to challenge the highest difficulty dungeons with Hayate-kun, I will be accompanying you."

"Does that mean…"

"You’ll both come to the new school?"

Sakinon had a look on her face like, ‘what a pain’.

"Naoto always looked so happy watching your streams, Hayate-kun. He was rooting for your success from the bottom of his heart. But I could tell he was thinking that one day he’d like to try it himself."

"Ah, yes. That is correct."

"If Naoto is going to the new school, then of course I will too. So, Hayate-sensei, I’ll be in your care from now on."

"Please take care of us."

"You got it."

What kind of weapons should they use? I'll check their aptitudes and listen to their preferences. I'll need to prepare equipment to match their weapons too.

I should also stock up on revival potions, just in case.

Yeah, there’s a lot to do.

But this is nice. This kind of thing is so exciting. It feels like when I used to help out newbies in FWO.

But first, it's all meaningless if we can't get into the school the government is making. Especially now that they're both motivated.

If it looks like we might not get in, I might have to rely a little on the Shinonome Group's connections. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure the three of us can attend the school together!

Alright, let's do this!!
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    Hidden Identities

    'Hayate-sensei, I’ll be in your care from now on.'

'Please take care of us.'

'You got it.'

Rena watched the three of them conversing on a monitor.

"…Well, that’s a relief for now, I guess."

'We were struggling to gather bargaining chips to persuade them to attend the academy, but in the end, they were unnecessary.'

Aina replied to Rena’s murmur. Aina had hacked the surveillance cameras at the family restaurant where Hayate and his friends were, and she was monitoring the situation with Rena.

When Hayate had said he was going out to meet a friend, Rena, who didn't know much about his friendships, had become a little anxious and consulted Aina, which led to the current situation.

By the way, Hayate, having undergone ninja training, could sense if someone was watching him from a distance, but he couldn't detect surveillance through a camera.

"It would be meaningless to create Shinonome Academy if Hayate didn’t come. I was prepared to negotiate if necessary, but if Hayate wants to be with his close friends, I don’t want to stand in his way."

"Indeed. In the first place, negotiations would have been impossible with that person."

Aina had been preparing various negotiation plans to get them to enroll in Shinonome Academy, such as offering non-repayable scholarships or arranging promotions for Hayate's friends' parents.

However, when Hayate met up with his friend, Aina recognized Naoto and judged that any negotiation was impossible.

'Rena-sama, you are aware of who Konoe-sama is, are you not?'

"Yes. I’ve met him a few times with Father."

He was of the Fujiwara Hokke Main Line, and the Head of the Five Regent Houses among the court nobility. A position second only to the Emperor among his subjects.

In terms of status, he was naturally superior to the Shinonome family.

That was the Konoe family. And Naoto was its next heir.

"Does Hayate know?"

'It is information on the level of a state secret, so he is most likely unaware.'

"What about his girlfriend?"

'That young woman is Konoe-sama's bodyguard. Her data was stored in a file so heavily secured that it took even me several seconds to access. It appears she is of the same kind as Hayate-sama.'

"The same kind as Hayate… She's a ninja too."

'Yes. Just as Hayate-sama received the scroll of full mastership from the Iga Ninja Leader, Sakino Mei-sama is a top-class ninja recognized by the Koga Ninja Leader. The pretense of being in a relationship is for the purpose of guarding him at all times.'

"Hmm. She may be a bodyguard, but I think that girl really does love Naoto-san. And Naoto-san loves her too."

Hayate had become the strongest ninja through the training of the Iga Ninja Leader, Hattori Juuzo. By continuing to watch Hayate's streams with intense focus so as not to miss even the slightest change in his expression, Rena had acquired the ability to sensitively read people's emotions from their subtle gestures and expressions.

'Are you suggesting they are in a forbidden relationship, one that is not meant to be?'

"Yes. It makes me want to cheer for them."

Rena smiled as she watched the three of them.

"I want to become friends with Naoto-san and Mei-san too. I want to help them become a real couple."

'Understood. If that is your wish, Rena-sama, I will offer my full cooperation.'

"Thank you, Aina. I’m counting on you!"



    Chapter 90

    The Birthday Plan

    So, I had decided to aim for admission to the dungeon explorer training academy with Naoto and Sakinon.

According to the information I retrieved after returning home, there was an entrance exam to get into the new school. But it seemed that students who had attended Kawasaki Second High School would get extra points on the academic test, so I figured it would probably work out.

The exam details were scheduled to be sent out in December, so there was still more than two months' time. I decided to spend my days as I had been, clearing dungeons.

Then, one day in September, at Rena's family home.

"Hayate-sama, may I have a moment of your time?"

As I was preparing to head back to our base, the head butler, Todo-san, spoke to me.

I periodically visited Rena's family home to report on our dungeon clearing progress to Rena's father, Shinonome Group head Nobutaka-san.

Well, as for reporting, my dungeon clears are forcibly streamed, so there's not much new to say. The brilliant AI, Aina-san, records and processes everything. So the main purpose of my visits here is usually to consult about updating Rena's equipment.

"Yes, Todo-san. What is it?"

"Young Mistress Rena's birthday is next month… I was wondering if you had made any preparations."

"What, next month?"

I didn't know. My precious girlfriend's birthday, and I didn't know.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know, so I haven't prepared anything."

Can I get something ready in time? And what am I even supposed to do for a birthday?

I've celebrated Naoto's and Sakinon's birthdays, and they've celebrated mine. But that was just eating together at a family restaurant and giving small presents. Rena is my first-ever girlfriend, so I don't know what the right thing to do is.

"Next month is October, right? What day is it?"

"October 7th."

The day of 0(Re)-7(Na). That’s easy to remember.

There's still about a week. I think I can manage…

But what should I give a super-rich girl like Rena?

She can probably get anything she wants.

"Rena has a private jet. Will she really be happy with something I can give her?"

"I believe you need not worry on that point. If it is a gift from you, Hayate-sama, I believe the young mistress would be overjoyed even if it were a pebble picked up from the side of the road."

No, that can't be… Or maybe it can.

If it's from your favorite person, anything becomes a treasure. That's what it means to be a fan.

It feels weird to say it myself, but Rena is still one of my most dedicated fans.

But I would never give her just a pebble.

It's her first birthday we'll spend together. I want to make it the best day for her.

Something that will make Rena happy. A situation that she'll be thrilled with…

Hmm? What should I do?

'You seem troubled, Hayate-sama.'

"Ah, Aina-san."

A nearby television turned on by itself, displaying the girl who looked like a younger Rena.

'If I may be so bold, would you allow me to offer some advice?'

"Please!"

Aina-san, who adores Rena like a sister, must know what kind of present would make her happy.

'As Head Butler Todo said, Rena-sama will gladly accept anything she receives from you, Hayate-sama. Therefore, I believe you should focus on making the situation in which you give the present a special one.'

"I, I see."

'Furthermore, Rena-sama is not yet aware that you do not know her birthday. Therefore, Hayate-sama, please continue to act as if you do not know.'

…Huh? What does that mean?

'I will now explain the full scope of this operation. First…'

Aina-san explained the plan to make Rena happy, to make her birthday the best day ever.

"Whoa! Imagining my own favorite doing something like that for me, I'd be so hyped. The only problem is how embarrassing it is for me."

"It is for Young Mistress Rena's sake, Hayate-sama."

'That's right. Please endure it.'

It seemed these two were not on my side. But they were my allies in making Rena happy.

"I understand, I'll do my best. I'll be counting on your support."

""You can count on us.""

And so, a top-secret operation to celebrate Rena's birthday was set in motion.
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    The Sky Dungeon

    "Rena, do you have time now?"

"Huh, today? Today is, well…"

"There's an item I want to get from the Grade 3 ‘Sky Dungeon’. We haven't cleared that one yet, so I was thinking we could go and conquer it now."

I deliberately talked over Rena’s words.

"…Do you know what day it is today, Hayate?"

"Hm? It's October 7th, not a holiday or anything, right. Oh! Is it because 0 and 7 make it Rena's day?"

"No, that's not… N-no, it's nothing. It's fine. Let's go to the dungeon!"

It pained me to lie to Rena about not knowing. But it was all to make this a day she would remember.

"Thanks. Then get ready."

"Okay. I'll go tell Father I'm heading out."

"Alright."

With footsteps that felt slightly heavier than usual, Rena left the room.

───

"We didn't announce this on social media or anything beforehand, but today we're clearing the Grade 3 ‘Sky Dungeon’!"

"…"

I made an announcement on the first floor of the dungeon for the people watching the forced stream.

Normally, Rena would repeat the end of my sentence, but today she was silent. She seemed to be in a bit of a bad mood.

By the way, Rena's birthday is apparently common knowledge even among the general public, so right about now, the stream chat, which I still can't see from inside the dungeon, is probably filled with comments like, ‘What are you doing on Elena's birthday,’ or, ‘He's such a dungeon-clearing idiot, Rena-chan is upset.’ There's a high chance we’re having a minor flame war.

But it's okay. I'll make this a birthday that both Rena and the viewers will be satisfied with.

"Alright, let's go, Rena."

"Y-yeah."

───

We were clearing the dungeon smoothly.

Though her spirits were low, Rena fought in sync with me as always.

Flying-type monsters appear in this Sky Dungeon. What makes it different from the Bird Dungeon is that many of the enemies fly in irregular patterns, unlike birds.

It was a dungeon I, as a mainly melee fighter, actually struggled with. Knowing this, Rena attacked more than usual. She always took the optimal action without me having to say a word.

I'm sorry for making you do this on your birthday.

Even though Rena was trying harder than ever, I deliberately praised her less today. I held back even in situations where I would normally pat her head.

Build up the negatives, then turn it all into a huge positive at the end. But if there were too many negatives, the final positive might not be enough to make up for it, so I constantly watched Rena's expression to adjust the balance. This was quite difficult.

It was stressful not being in a situation where I could just do things that made her happy.

Hang in there, me.

We continued to ascend the dungeon like that. We safely defeated the mid-boss, leaving only the final boss.

"What was the item you wanted, Hayate? Did you get it already?"

"No, it's actually a rare drop from the final boss."

"So it's the Blue Sky series. I hope you can get it."

The final boss of the Sky Dungeon, the Air Crystal. A troublesome enemy that flew through the air in an irregular orbit, protecting itself with a sturdy shield.

We had come this far for an uncertain item drop. And now I had to be the one to work hard for the boss fight. I wouldn't have blamed her for saying, ‘Why are you making me do such a troublesome thing on my birthday?’, but Rena didn't complain at all.

She's so devoted. So truly kind.

Alright, let's wrap up this operation.

"For the final boss fight, Rena, just watch without attacking."

"Huh, why? The boss here is the Air Crystal, right? It’s not a good matchup for you, Hayate."

"Actually, the rare drop rate for the Air Crystal changes depending on how you defeat it. The fewer total attacks, the higher the probability. And though it's extremely difficult, if you can defeat it in a single blow, it becomes a guaranteed drop."

"Really. I never knew about a feature like that."

"That's because it's a boss monster designed to be impossible to defeat in one hit."

I had heard that from an acquaintance at Management. But back when FWO was a game, I had found a way to defeat the Air Crystal in a single blow. This was information that wasn't on the internet, and I had never spoken about it on my streams.

"Today, for you, Rena, I'm going to take that thing down in one hit."

"Huh? F-for me?"

"You said you wanted the ‘Necklace of the Blue Sky’ on a stream before, didn't you?"

"I did, but… The acquisition method for that is supposed to be unknown."

I didn't answer Rena's words, instead walking toward the boss monster.

The Air Crystal reacted to my approach. The reddish, translucent crystal slid toward me in a smooth flight. A little closer and it would probably attack.

I stopped, brought my right hand in front of my face, and placed my left hand over it.

"Fighting Spirit Release."

I would do this with my full, absolute power. I had to succeed.
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    Shinonome Rena

    I messed up… A huge, terrible mistake.

I never told Hayate my birthday.

If I had just told him, he surely would have celebrated it with me. I bet he would have prepared a present and everything.

I am the daughter of the head of the Shinonome Group. Most things are within my reach if I desire them. But that's not the point.

What's important is that Hayate would choose something for me. If he chose it for me, even a pebble from the side of the road would become a treasure. I would cherish it for the rest of my life.

And yet… Ugh, I'm such an idiot.

Should I tell him now? But that feels wrong somehow.

Putting my favorite, Hayate, in a tough spot by making him say, ‘I haven't prepared anything!’, is an absolute no-go. That is my pride as a Hayate fan.

If he had known, he would have prepared all sorts of things. That's precisely why I can't tell him that today is actually my birthday.

"It's fine. Let's go to the dungeon!"

I tried my best to act cheerful, but maybe Hayate noticed something was off.

───

After that, I went to tell Father that I was going to a dungeon clear.

Since today is my birthday, a celebratory banquet has been prepared. It doesn't start until the evening, but I need to get my hair done and other things beforehand, which takes time.

I needed to ask him to postpone all of that.

"…I see. You didn't tell Hayate-kun about your birthday."

"No. But telling him now would only trouble him, so I'll just pretend I was planning a surprise party for him all along by not telling him."

I was starting to think, maybe I could blame Hayate a little for not knowing my birthday, and make him sleeping next to me tonight the present.

I think that could work.

If I think of it that way, then clearing a dungeon with my favorite on my birthday becomes the best present ever.

…Wait a minute. I get to be with my favorite during the day, in the evening, and at night.

Isn't this the most perfect day ever?

Ah, no. I can't stop smiling.

"W-what is it, Rena. You have a terrible expression on your face, are you feeling unwell?"

"No, I'm fine."

I have to maintain my composure. I focused on keeping a straight face so the corners of my mouth wouldn't turn up.

I have to make it seem like Hayate was at fault, or I won't be able to demand that he sleep next to me.

I mean, my birthday is trending on social media, so why doesn't he know!? He really has nothing but the four-sword style on his mind!

But well, I fell in love with Hayate, including his oblivious side when it comes to things he's not interested in, so I guess it can't be helped.

"I will definitely be back by the evening."

"…I see, understood. Guests from overseas will be attending tonight's celebration. So please wrap up your dungeon clear early. And of course, safety first."

"Okay."

At my birthday party today, Mulan-san, the Thai songstress, and Mary-san, the Hollywood actress, whom Hayate and I rescued in the past, will be coming. I'm looking forward to seeing them again after so long.

Not attending is not an option. I'm the main star, after all.

Since we're clearing a Grade 3 dungeon today, with our current equipment, we can clear it in five hours even with breaks.

"Well then, I'm off."

"Take care."

───

When I thought about how I could be with my favorite, Hayate, on my birthday, I couldn't stop smiling.

Hayate is right next to me. His profile is so handsome.

I was able to safely welcome my sixteenth birthday today because Hayate came to rescue me when I was turned into a trophy. I engraved it in my heart once more what a wonderful thing it is to be able to clear a dungeon with him like this.

I was trying so hard to keep a straight face that I forgot about our call-and-response strategy.

I wonder if Hayate is mad?

For some reason, I felt that Hayate was praising me less than usual today.

Even though I'm trying pretty hard. I wonder if he'll pat my head…

Well, it's fine. Because tonight, as punishment for not knowing my birthday, Hayate has been sentenced to become my hug pillow.

As I was thinking about that, we arrived at the final boss's room in no time.

He didn't praise me much, but the Air Crystal here is a particularly bad matchup for Hayate. So this was my chance to shine! Or so I thought.

"Today, for you, Rena, I'm going to take that thing down in one hit."

Hey, wait. What does that mean?

You said you came here because there was an item you wanted, right?

Why is it for me now?

"You said you wanted the ‘Necklace of the Blue Sky’ on a stream before, didn't you?"

I didn't understand his intention, but just as Hayate said, I did want the necklace called the "Necklace of the Blue Sky". It was a rare piece of equipment that increased an archer's attack and defense power.

Back when FWO was a game, you could get equipment from the Blue Sky series at a low probability when you defeated the Air Crystal. Among the Blue Sky series, the necklace was especially rare and never appeared on the Market. You can't buy what's not on the market, no matter how much money you have.

There were even rumors that it had a special acquisition method.

In the end, the Necklace of the Blue Sky was thought to be an item whose specs were known from the item list, but that no one actually possessed as equipment.

And that legendary item…

"Here. This is for you, Rena."

Hayate handed it to me.

A deep, sky-blue necklace. It was so beautiful.

After using Fighting Spirit Release, Hayate had stacked every possible buff, switched weapons to add an attack power modifier, and on top of that, he had slammed the Air Crystal with the skill that had the highest damage multiplier currently available to the four-sword style.

He had sliced the enemy in two, right through the sturdy shield protecting its main body.

That's impossible.

The Air Crystal flies in an irregular orbit. Not only did he hit such an enemy with the most difficult skill to land, but he had apparently aimed for its weak point. He said he had to do that much to defeat it in one hit.

But this is reality, you know?

If you miss your attack and get hit by a counterattack, there's a chance you could die, you know?

I had been wondering why he would do something so risky. But the reason was, apparently, to give me the Necklace of the Blue Sky.

"I thought you wanted this."

"No. I came here today to give it to you, Rena. Man, I'm glad I managed the one-shot, and that the specs haven't changed from the game."

Hayate had a look of deep satisfaction, just like when he cleared a high-difficulty quest in FWO.

"Rena, happy birthday."

I couldn't believe my ears. Hayate said, to me, happy birthday.

"W-what, why? But you weren't supposed to know."

"Actually, Todo-san told me last month."

…I see. So that's what happened.

That means Father must also know that Hayate knows my birthday.

They got me.

"Who planned the surprise? It wasn't you, was it, Hayate?"

"N-no. It was with the advice of a certain person."

It was probably Aina. She knows what makes me happy better than anyone.

This is just too perfect.

My favorite, Hayate, celebrated my birthday. He gave me the equipment I wanted as a present.

He made me think he didn't know it was my birthday, but he did something incredibly difficult for me to get that equipment.

This strategy of bringing me down just to lift me up is unfair.

I thought I couldn't possibly love Hayate any more than I already did, and yet he goes and makes me fall for him even more…

"Hayate, put this on me."

I handed him the Necklace of the Blue Sky.

We've defeated the boss, so the forced stream should be off now.

"Yeah. Okay."

Hayate's hands went behind my neck. He was so close.

He's so handsome. I'm so happy right now.

"Ah, huh?"

Hayate doesn't seem to wear necklaces in real life, so he was fumbling a bit.

Even his troubled look, his serious expression, is wonderful.

"Okay, done!"

"Thank you."

This is the best birthday present ever.

As he finished putting on the necklace and started to pull away, I wrapped my arms around his neck to keep him from escaping.

This is my thank you.

"Hayate, I love you."

I kissed Hayate, who was surprised by my actions.



    Chapter 93

    093

    We left the dungeon and are now heading to Rena's family home.

Along the way, in the back seat of the limousine that came to pick us up, we were checking the archive of the compulsory stream.

"I’m glad the part where you kissed me wasn't forcibly streamed this time, Rena."

Unlike when I rescued Rena when she was made a trophy, the scene where she kissed me after I gave her the Necklace of the Blue Sky was not broadcast.

It's widely known that we're dating, but it's still embarrassing to have hundreds of millions of people watch us kissing.

"I wouldn't mind if they saw it."

"Your mental fortitude is top-tier."

"People in America kiss on TV all the time, don't they?"

That's different. The modesty of the Japanese is a virtue.

Incidentally, even though Rena says she wouldn't mind being seen, if it actually happened, she would surely turn red and get embarrassed later. The gap between her words and her actions is what makes her cute.

"W-Why are you smirking!? It's true, I wouldn't mind being seen."

"Then next time we clear a dungeon, can I hug you tightly right away?"

"Fine, do it. You can even kiss me if you want."

I wonder if she’ll regret saying something so bold out of bravado later?

Then again, seeing Rena squirming over it might be nice too.

"Okay. Then, if the mood is right after we clear the next dungeon."

"Y-Yeah."

I got her consent. Something to look forward to.

"By the way, Rena, how old did you turn on your birthday today?"

"Don't you know?"

"Yeah, sorry. Fifteen or something?"

I thought she was a year or two younger than me.

"...Sixteen."

"What."

"I turned sixteen. Same as you, Hayate."

"Oh, we’re the same age."

"You should be more interested in me."

"Ugh, sorry."

I might have been content just having her by my side. I'm Rena's boyfriend now, so I reflected that I should make more of an effort to know her better.

"I appreciate the birthday present. But you need to be punished for not knowing my age."

"Punished, you say?"

"You will sleep with me in my room tonight. You have no right to refuse."

That sounds more like a reward for me.

By the way, when she says tonight, there’s a birthday party at her family’s home, so we’ll probably be staying over instead of going back to our base.

When Rena says my room, she means her room at her family home.

Rena's father told me we're not allowed to sleep together yet, but is that really okay?

"You're sixteen now, Hayate, and your birthday is in March, so you're a second-year in high school, right?"

"That's right. I'm one grade above you, Rena."

"If it were a regular high school, I could easily keep up with the second-year curriculum."

"Hmm? What do you mean?"

"The high school Hayate went to was absorbed by the Black Dungeon and is currently closed. A new academy for training dungeon explorers is going to be built on that site."

"Ah. I didn't tell you, Rena, but I was thinking of going to that academy with my friend."

"You should invite me too."

"What."

"I'm telling you, keeping up with the studies of a higher grade level is no big deal for me! Besides, the main focus will be on dungeon explorer education, so I'm sure I could do well even in the same class as you, Hayate."

So that's what she meant.

Since Rena is a rich young lady, I just assumed she would continue to attend an academy where other wealthy heirs and heiresses gather. And since we're in different grades, I never even considered the possibility of being in the same classroom.

"Going to school together with Rena. That sounds nice."

Her expression brightened when she heard my words.

"Me too! I want to go to school with you too, Hayate!!"

To be honest, I was jealous of Naoto. He was always flirting with his girlfriend in the classroom whenever he got the chance.

But from now on, I can be with Rena too. We can spend time together in the classroom.

We can participate in all sorts of events together. Just imagining it was too wonderful.

"Rena-san."

"Y-Yes."

"Would you like to go to the new dungeon explorer training academy with me?"

"I will! I'm definitely going!!"

Yes!

Is there an entrance exam? Who cares, I'll use whatever means necessary to pass it.

No guarantee we'll be in the same class? We've got the Shinonome Zaibatsu backing us. We have the Prime Minister of Japan and the President of the United States on our side, and if need be, we have a god as an ally. We can get the class assignments rearranged.

I was firmly resolved. I would absolutely go to the academy with Rena. And we would be in the same class.



    Chapter 94

    

    At the family restaurant Hayate and the others frequented.

"I think you two already know, but this is Shinonome Rena-san."

"It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Shinonome Rena."

Now that it was decided Rena would be attending the new academy with him, Hayate promptly introduced her to Naoto and Mei.

"I’m Konoe Naoto. Nice to meet you."

"Sakino Mei. It’s nice to meet you."

"Did the three of you meet in high school?"

"Yeah. Naoto’s last name is Konoe, the last of the ‘Ka’ row. Mine is Shizukuishi, the first of the ‘Sa’ row, so our seats were one behind the other."

"We were the only ones who didn’t know anyone from middle school, so we just naturally hit it off."

"It’s a miracle there were no Satos or Saitos. Some other classes had two Sato-kuns. By the way, I was surprised that Naoto hit it off with Hayate-kun in less than half a day."

"Hayate was just easy to talk to."

"I guess I thought so too. But I felt a little despair when I found out my new high school friend already had a girlfriend."

"Sakino-san, have you been dating Konoe-san since middle school?"

"Yep, that’s right. Also, I’d be happy if you called me Mei instead of my last name. Or Sakinon, like Hayate-kun does. Is it okay if I call you Rena-chan?"

"Yes, Rena is fine. Um, well then, I’ll call you Mei-san."

"Thanks! Naoto always checks Hayate-kun’s streams, so I watch them with him. You’re super cute in person too, Rena-chan."

"Oh, thank you very much."

"Alright, sorry to interrupt now that you’re getting along. I’m gonna use the restroom."

"See you. I’ll put in our usual order."

"Thanks."

Once he confirmed Hayate had stood up and entered the hallway where the restrooms were, Naoto spoke to Rena in a low voice.

"‘Nice to meet you,’ you say?"

"Ah, please wait."

Rena placed some kind of device on the table and activated it.

"What’s this?"

"It’s a device to prevent others from hearing our conversation. Hayate has very good hearing."

"The Shinonome Zaibatsu’s technology is amazing. Would it be a problem if he found out we knew each other?"

"I don’t mind, but I thought perhaps Konoe-sama was concealing his identity."

"I’m not hiding it. I just haven’t said anything because no one’s asked."

Naoto grinned as he spoke.

"I want to see the surprised look on his face when the guy he thought was his best friend turns out to be one of the top brass in this country. I also have a plan to reveal my identity after swooping in to save Hayate with my power when he’s in a real bind. Don’t you think that sounds fun?"

"Guys are so dumb."

Mei’s cold remark cut through the air as she operated the ordering tablet.

Sakino Mei was a Koga ninja and served as Naoto’s bodyguard. Rena was surprised that Mei, who was supposed to be a subordinate, would call Naoto an idiot.

"Mei-san, aren’t you Konoe-sama’s bodyguard?"

"Ah. It’s fine, it’s fine. I like things this way. And you should call me by my first name when you’re with Hayate, too."

"O, okay."

Hayate returned a short while later.

"Did you order for me?"

"All set."

"Thanks."

"I’m the one who ordered, though."

"As if you did it yourself."

"All set. (By Mei.)"

Watching this exchange, Rena couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

"You’re all very close."

"You’ll get used to it soon, Rena-chan."

"The vibe is important."

"You and I are on the straight-man team, Rena-chan."

"I’ll do my best!"

After that, Rena began asking about Hayate’s life in high school, and Naoto and Mei answered every question with embarrassing frankness, much to Hayate’s distress.



    Chapter 95

    A New Game Plus

    "So, was the point of calling us here today to show off Rena-san?"

Naoto asked, having grown tired of teasing me.

"Mmm. Showing off is part of it."

"Seriously?"

"Hayate-kun, so that’s what this was."

You two should really be more aware of how much you flirt in front of me.

"It’s a report that I have a cute girlfriend now, and…"

"Did you hear that? A cute girlfriend, he said."

"Y, yes."

"He’s so cool, saying that so smoothly in public."

What’s the big deal in front of just two people.

The scene where I told Rena I liked her was seen by hundreds of millions. The archive of the mandatory stream can’t be deleted, so many people are still watching it.

Incidentally, Rena looked a little happy.

"It was a report that I got a girlfriend, and also that Rena will be going to the new dungeon explorer training academy with us. I gathered you all here to tell you that."

"Oh. So that’s what it is."

"Rena-chan can go with us too!"

"Yes. If possible, I’d like to be in the same class as both of you and enjoy our school life together."

"Oh, but wait. Rena-chan, you’re a year below us, right?"

Sakinon knew Rena’s age. Her birthday must be widely known.

"Apparently the age difference can be worked out."

"I am quite brilliant, you see."

"So she can even skip a grade. As expected of the young lady of the Shinonome Zaibatsu."

Naoto played along with Rena, who had stated it jokingly.

"I’m so happy! I hope we can be in the same class."

"About that, it seems the new academy will divide classes based on dungeon clearing ability."

She didn’t tell me her source, but it seems that system has been decided. The Shinonome Zaibatsu’s information network is terrifying.

"Dungeon clearing ability, you mean."

"Yes. Hayate will definitely be placed in the highest-level class."

"And Rena-san is at pretty much the same level, right?"

"So for all of us to be in the same class, we have to be able to do what Hayate-kun and Rena-chan can."

"Uh oh. I feel like the difficulty just skyrocketed."

"It might require knowledge about dungeons, not just athletic skill."

Naoto had always watched my streams. We never played FWO together, but we did talk about items and equipment in high school. I think he’ll be fine on the knowledge front. Plus, he’s good at any sport.

Sakinon was in the gymnastics club and was skilled enough to compete at the national level as a first-year.

I think these two will be fine.

Additionally, I intend to borrow the power of the Shinonome Zaibatsu and Amaterasu-sama.

It surely won’t be difficult to meddle with the class assignments. I was confident that the heiress power Rena has shown so far would sort it out somehow.

However, it would be very risky for them to challenge high-difficulty dungeons with us if they lack fighting strength. I want them to develop enough combat power to fight fairly strong monsters solo.

I’ll feel at ease if they can defeat a Fake Hayate on their own. I’ll make sure they reach that level.

"I’d like to conduct some dungeon clearing training so that you and Sakinon can get into the same class as us."

"You mean training, Hayate-sensei."

"Is it like we’ll go into dungeons together? I think you guys stream on a booth called Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office, right? Is it okay for us to join in there? We’ll probably be on the mandatory stream."

"That’s the plan, but first we’ll train in the tutorial area. I know you’re both athletic. But it might be dangerous to challenge a dungeon right away."

It wasn’t just because I was worried about their physical safety.

Rena and I have become the focus of worldwide attention. Every time we enter a dungeon, hundreds of millions of people tune in to the mandatory stream. We get endless messages from professional martial artists, and from countries and corporations serious about dungeon clearing, all wanting to join us.

If two people who, despite being physically capable, are inexperienced at fighting monsters were to join our party, they might become targets of criticism. I can declare that Rena and I wouldn’t care about such things, but I was worried Naoto and Sakinon would suffer emotional damage from slander and abuse.

"Even though it’s a tutorial area, there’s a lot we can do. If there’s someone in the party who has cleared high-grade dungeons, it’s possible to summon monsters of various strengths for combat training."

Last month, the Fake Hayate had been added to the list of summonable monsters.

If they can defeat that, their training will be complete.

Battle Aura has also been implemented, so with a month of training, Naoto and the others should be able to defeat the Fake Hayate. I will train them to do so.

"I see. Understood, Hayate-kun!"

"Having the strongest explorer train us is like a ‘New Game Plus,’ isn’t it?"

He means that thing where you restart a game from the beginning with all the equipment and stats you had when you cleared it. The ultimate state.

It feels a little different, but if they receive my and Rena’s guidance to gain top-class strength, and start clearing dungeons with the strongest equipment we prepare for them, I suppose it does have a New Game Plus feel to it. Honestly, that sounds fun.

And no one should complain about them then.

"That’s a great idea. I’m in."

Naoto and Sakinon can enjoy dominating, and the obstacles to them joining our party will disappear. It’s a wonderful plan. To be honest, the plan was quite vague at first, but now I felt it could work.

"Well then, let Operation New Game Plus commence!"

"""Yeahhh!!"""



    Chapter 96

    <Anonymous Bulletin Board>

    On a certain thread on Japan’s largest anonymous bulletin board.

<You guys see the news?>
<Huh? What news?>
<Probably the thing about the new academy.>
<Why are you posting that here?>
<This is a dungeon-only board, dude.>

A "dungeon-only board" was an abbreviation for a thread dedicated to dungeon clearing information. Volunteers hoping to completely conquer the dungeons created in this world by the Goddess gathered here to exchange information daily.

<Take unrelated talk somewhere else.>
<But it is related.>
<The one being built on the site of Kawasaki Second High School?>
<Yeah, that one.>
<Kawasaki Second?>
<That’s Hayate’s alma mater, I think.>
<It’s been absorbed by the Black Dungeon.>
<And the country is going to use it.>
<Apparently they’re making an academy to train explorers.>
<Wait, for real?>
<About time the government here got serious.>
<They’ve been taking it too easy just because they have Hayate.>
<Honestly, he’s all they need.>
<This lol.>

The rescue of those who had been turned into trophies by the Goddess was already complete. For that reason, Hayate’s party had slowed their clearing pace, but they were still the party with the highest dungeon completion rate in the world.

<Even if Hayate can clear the hardest dungeons, you still need people to go in after and collect resources. Until now, it’s mostly been the private armies of the zaibatsu doing that, but I guess now they’re going to recruit from the general public.>

<So that’s it.>
<A lot of countries have already set up training institutions.>
<Isn’t Japan way too slow?>
<Even though they have the strongest player recognized by the US.>
<He’s guaranteed to be a teacher.>
<Man, can anyone even copy what he does?>
<That’d be tough lol.>
<Japan’s labor force is 40 million people.>
<With that many, you could probably get one class.>
<Get one, what do you mean?>
<A class full of Hayate-level explorers.>
<Thirty of him would be insane lol.>
<Twenty-eight, not counting him and Elena.>
<Twenty-eight, huh. Think they can gather that many?>
<Why don’t we aim for that class too!>
<We don’t have to be that strong right now.>
<We just need to learn from Hayate up close.>
<And now we have inhuman powers like Battle Aura.>
<Hey, I’m starting to think it’s possible.>
<Just submitted my application online.>
<Oh, I’ll do that too!>
<Here’s the link. You can get there from here.>
<You’re a lifesaver, the government site’s UI is trash.>

More than a hundred prospective students emerged from this dungeon-only thread.

---***---

Similarly, there was activity on an anonymous bulletin board thread for Hayate’s fans.

<The dungeon-only thread was buzzing, but it looks like a new academy to train dungeon explorers is being built. They think Hayate-kun will probably go there.>

<I know about that. The academy is apparently on the site of Hayate-sama’s old high school.>

<This is info I saw on social media, but students from Kawasaki Second High School will get extra points on the entrance exam if they apply to the new academy.>

<Wait, so does that mean…>

<It’s highly likely that Hayate-kun will be entering the dungeon explorer training academy!!>

<B, but he’s the strongest, so what would he even have to learn at an academy?>

<That’s exactly why.>

<Huh? What do you mean?>

<He has nothing left to learn, and he always explains the dungeons on his streams. In other words, he’s not going to be a student. He’ll be invited to the new academy as a teacher, don’t you think?>

<Hayate-sama, our teacher?!>

<---!!!>
<That’s insane.>
<I totally want to get in.>
<Me too, me too!!>

Many of the female fans imagined themselves being taught the ABCs of dungeon clearing by Hayate, step by step.

<Well, it probably won’t be just Hayate-kun.>

<Do you think Elena-chan will enroll too?>

<But she’s supposed to be a year younger than Hayate-kun.>

<She’s the young lady of the Shinonome Zaibatsu. I bet she could easily skip a grade.>

<Ah. That’s a good point.>

Just as the excitement was building, a single comment changed the atmosphere completely.

<Hayate-kun is going to be a teacher, so it doesn't matter. I should have a chance too.>

<...My, are you new here?>
<It seems you are unaware of the rules.>
<You should know your place.>

This thread had an ironclad rule.

It was the absolute rule to watch over the budding romance between Hayate and Rena.

Anyone who posted about stealing Hayate from Rena, even as a joke, would be reported for trolling. This thread had particularly high solidarity, and with hundreds of reports filed, the user would be banned in an instant.

<S-s-sorry. I just read the rules.>

<As long as you understand. Just be careful next time.>

According to the rules here, actively making a move on Hayate was an NG act. However, there was also a rule stating that there was no need to avoid him if he approached you. Thus, in order to increase their points of contact with Hayate, many of the female fans on this thread also accelerated their information exchange to get into the newly established academy.



    Chapter 97

    

    In the tutorial area of the Black Dungeon.

"H-hold on, time out. I can’t… anymore!"

Naoto fell to his knees, desperately pleading as he gasped for breath.

"But Naoto, monsters don’t wait for you."

"That’s right. Please stand up quickly, Naoto-san. The next enemy is coming."

From behind a translucent shield, Hayate and Rena watched Naoto.

"Hey, why are you two just watching?"

"Because this is our training. It would be meaningless if the strongest duo, Hayate-kun and Rena-chan, helped us. So, Naoto, get up."

Mei pulled Naoto up by the hand, forcing him to his feet.

"I told you, I can’t. I’m really at my limit."

Although they had taken several breaks, Naoto’s stamina was nearly depleted after being forced to fight monsters for over an hour.

"Don’t be a baby! You’re going to be in the same class as Hayate-kun, right!? You’re going to stay his best friend forever, right!?"

"Hey, why are you bringing that up now?"

"You declared it to me yesterday, didn’t you? That you would work hard so you could stand with Hayate-kun as an equal."

Naoto felt that since they would be entering dungeons together, he didn’t want to be a burden to Hayate. Until now, their relationship had been one where he simply watched the streams and shared his thoughts, but from now on, they could fight in dungeons together. He was happy that he would have more time to spend with Hayate, whom he considered his best friend.

So, in the heat of the moment, he had declared it to Mei.

"Naoto, thank you. I’m happy you feel that way."

"Naoto-san, working so hard to be Hayate’s best friend is so cool!"

"Rena-chan. Naoto is mine, you know. He might be cool, but you can’t have him."

"Okay. I get it."

As they were talking, the monster Hayate had set up appeared on the field.

"Here comes the next one."

"Do your best!!"

"Naoto, protect me again."

"You three are all sadists!! And why am I the only one being targeted!?"

"Why, you ask?"

"That’s because."

"It’s an FWO mechanic."

Naoto was a heavy warrior with a greatsword. Mei was a mage with a staff.

Heavy warriors have a passive skill that draws the attacks of enemy monsters. Because it activated automatically, he had been constantly exposed to enemy attacks.

"Ah, this might be bad…"

A monster was approaching Mei.

Even when taunt-type skills are active, if the distance to the protected target is too great, or depending on the position relative to the monster, attacks can sometimes go elsewhere.

"Dammit all!!"

Kicking off the ground hard, Naoto leaped and cleaved the monster that was about to attack Mei in two with his greatsword.

"Not bad. Thanks."

"You… you totally could have dodged that!!"

Sakino Mei is a Koga ninja. As Naoto shouted, it was easy for her to dodge an attack of this level. Although she was in the mage job, which lowered her movement speed stat in exchange for increased magic power, her base physical abilities were so high that a slight restriction on her movements was not a problem.

"That’s why this is, ‘our training’."

Mei said ‘our,’ but if she got serious, she could beat every monster to death with her staff, despite being a mage. But that would defeat the purpose.

Her goal was to train the body and mind of Naoto, who had always been the one protected, and to give him enough skill to clear high-difficulty dungeons with a safe margin. To make his dream of clearing dungeons with Hayate a reality through his own power. That was Mei’s objective.

"I’m going to start casting a spell now, so I won’t be able to move. Protect me properly."

Naoto was her master whom she should protect, but in this tutorial area, they wouldn’t die even if they took a hit from a monster. In addition, she judged that unless he pushed himself a little, he wouldn’t be able to catch up to Hayate and the others, who were already inhumanly strong. So, Mei decided to have Naoto push himself.

People learn to move their bodies most efficiently, especially when they are tired. This was a chance for him to get a feel for fighting continuously in an extreme state.

"Argh, fine! I get it, I’ll do it!!"

Naoto stood in front of Mei protectively and readied his greatsword.

"Make sure you praise me properly later."

"Okay. I’ll praise you a lot."

The two of them continued to fight against the hordes of monsters that appeared.



    Chapter 98

    The Goddess and Sadaharu

    "…Huh? What’s this. A warning?"

In the space created by the Goddess, Sadaharu, who was working on implementing dungeons into this world, stopped when he saw a warning displayed on his monitor.

"The Black Dungeon is being… encroached upon?"

Puzzled by the first-time error, Sadaharu went to the Goddess.

"Goddess-sama. May I have a moment?"

"Oh, Sadaharu! It’s rare for you to come talk to me."

Usually, it was the Goddess who would go bother Sadaharu while he was concentrating on his work. For that reason, the Goddess’s spirits were a little high.

"So, do you have a request for me?"

"No. I’m here to report an error I’ve never seen before."

When Sadaharu held out his hand, a monitor appeared in mid-air. It showed the academy being constructed as if to swallow the Black Dungeon.

"It appears someone in Japan is trying to incorporate a dungeon."

"Oh, is that so."

"‘Is that so,’ your reaction is quite mild."

"The gods of Japan have a good deal of power, so I thought they would do something like this eventually. They seem to be angry that I made a dungeon appear in their divine territory, too."

"Huh? J, Japanese gods?"

Sadaharu had not been told of Amaterasu’s existence.

"Come to think of it, I haven’t told you yet, Sadaharu. In this world, there were already gods in each country before I arrived. Oh, but maybe grouping them by country isn’t right. It feels more like gods are born in places where people worship them."

"…Since you are here, Goddess-sama, I won’t doubt you if you say that the ancient gods of Japan truly exist. I was just a little surprised."

"Right. And about this matter, you can just leave it alone."

"Is that alright?"

"I’m a newcomer god, you see. If I do whatever I want too much, the native gods might start trying to get rid of me. So I’m not going to retaliate just because they took over a low-grade dungeon."

Isn’t she already doing whatever she wants? That’s what Sadaharu thought, but he decided to let it slide since he didn’t understand the scale of gods very well.

"By the way, what is this building? Is it for studying dungeons?"

"I accessed the internet in the human world to gather information. It seems they will be conducting research, but the main purpose is human resource development."

"Human resource development, you mean for clearing dungeons, right?"

"Incidentally, other countries have already established training institutions for dungeon explorers and have begun their activities. Among the developed nations, Japan is the last to make a move. But then, why did this error appear only now?"

"Because only Japan has started to truly analyze the dungeons with the help of its gods. They started last, but they’re closing in on the core secrets the fastest."

Despite the fact that her dungeons were being analyzed, the Goddess was smiling.

"Oh, I’m so happy. Humanity is pooling its wisdom and getting help from native gods to try and conquer the dungeons we created. Just imagining how they will conquer the difficult enemies we made gets me so excited!"

It was a sentiment similar to that of a game developer. There were parts of it that Sadaharu could agree with.

"From this place, someone who will challenge me will appear. I have a feeling."

"Please don’t get defeated so easily. I still have a lot of systems I want to implement."

"I still want to see humanity struggle and grow! I have no intention of losing! You do your best to support me too, Sadaharu."

"Yes. Leave it to me."



    Chapter 99

    

    "Seiya!!"

Naoto launched an attack on the Fake Hayate, but it was parried away. Using the force of Naoto’s attack, the Fake Hayate spun and unleashed an even more powerful counterattack.

"Guh."

Naoto thrust his greatsword into the ground and somehow managed to hold on.

"Naoto!"

"I’m fine. It’s not as strong as the original. Keep chanting."

Sakinon called out worriedly, but Naoto still seemed to have some fight left in him.

"It’s super annoying how it parries with rotation and uses my attack’s momentum. Alright, how about this!!"

He raised the giant sword, as tall as he was, into a high stance and brought it down in a straight line. The Fake Hayate parried this attack with a spin as well, but…

"There!"

He positioned the greatsword he had swung down in front of his body like a shield and tackled with all his might. This was a skill called Sword Charge, and if timed correctly, it could break an enemy’s stance and stop a combo. It was an attack with a surface, not a line or point like most sword attacks.

The Fake Hayate couldn’t parry this attack, and it was sent flying.

"Mei! Now!!"

"Okay! Flame Arrow!!"

Sakinon, who had finished her full chant, pierced the Fake Hayate’s core with her magic.

It was Naoto and Mei’s victory.

"Whoa. You two are good."

"Congratulations!"

"Thanks, Hayate-kun, Rena-chan."

"That thing is still way too strong."

"But you beat it in one go."

We had trained specifically for the Fake Hayate, but I hadn’t expected them to defeat it on their first try.

"Unlike the original, its axis of rotation is easy to read. I could even counter it."

Amazing. He’d already figured out the Fake Hayate’s weakness. Or rather, the difference between it and me?

"It’s just called Fake Hayate. In the end, it’s just a fake."

"Hmm?"

"I never felt like I could beat you at all, Hayate, so I thought I wouldn’t be able to beat the Fake Hayate either."

Well, he couldn’t even graze me during our training, but I don’t like getting hurt, so that can’t be helped.

"If you ever become a teacher at the new academy, Hayate, I think you should stop doing that kind of training. Most of the students would probably lose their confidence. At least give me enough of a response to make me think I have a chance. Why did I have to get beaten to a pulp every time?"

"But you overcame it, didn’t you?"

He had completed the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clearing Course (Hard Mode). As a result, he was now able to notice the difference in the quality of my attacks and the Fake Hayate’s. That’s wonderful growth.

"I only made it because Mei was cheering for me. To be honest, my spirit was broken a few times, you know?"

The power of love is great indeed.

"Anyway, does this mean we’ve cleared the task? I want to start hunting real monsters in a dungeon soon."

"Yeah. You passed the graduation exam, so let’s enter a dungeon starting tomorrow."

"Alright!!"

Naoto struck a victory pose, overjoyed.

The tutorial area we were in allowed us to pseudo-summon monsters from dungeons of various grades for combat training.

However, since it was just training, we couldn’t get items or equipment even if we defeated the monsters. We didn’t accumulate points to raise skill levels either, so there was no real sense of getting stronger.

Considering that, Naoto, who endured the Fake Hayate’s attacks with only his initial skills, could be said to have become quite strong. This is exciting.

"Naoto, Sakinon. Congratulations on clearing the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clearing Course (Hard Mode). With your current strength, you won’t struggle against most monsters."

"Congratulations on clearing it."

"We did it!"

"You worked hard."

"For the two of you, Rena and I have a small present."

I took out a full set of equipment from my item box and handed it to them.

"W-whoa. Isn’t the quality of this stuff on a whole other level from what we’ve been borrowing?"

"It looks so strong."

That’s because it is.

What I had given them, calling it training gear, was strong for beginners, but honestly, it felt a little lacking for a fight against the Fake Hayate.

The Fake Hayate can be defeated with skill alone, even with that gear. The Hayate-Style Dungeon Clearing Course (Hard Mode) was designed to acquire that skill, so I had intentionally given them weaker equipment.

"Could it be that this stuff we’re wearing now… isn’t that strong?"

"Yeah."

"Does it have some special magic on it to keep us from dying, or something?"

"In the tutorial area, you won’t die even if you take a fatal blow, so there’s no such magic on it. It just has a little damage reduction."

Hearing my words, Naoto’s face turned pale.

"I thought since you gave it to me, Hayate, it must be amazing gear with some hidden effects. I figured I’d be fine even if I took damage."

"It was exactly what it looked like."

Those who take the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clearing Course start by developing a mindset to avoid taking hits in the first place. Even though he thought I had given him strong equipment, he had been moving in a way that avoided taking major damage, so I could say his education was a success.

"Seriously…?"

"I didn’t mean to deceive you, but I’m sorry anyway."

"It’s fine. So, is this new equipment just for show then?"

"Not at all. It’s the strongest equipment that currently exists in this world."

"And it’s been enhanced to the highest possible level!"

"What?"

"Naoto, try equipping what you got. This is amazing."

Sakinon had already changed her equipment.

It was now possible to physically put on and take off equipment, or to change it using the status board. This way, even women could change equipment inside a dungeon without worrying about prying eyes.

"O-oh."

Naoto also operated his status board to change his gear. Naoto, who had been dressed as a fledgling explorer, was now decked out in equipment that looked like it belonged to a hardcore player who had spent thousands of hours in FWO.

"W-what is this?!"

"The stat bonuses are insane, aren’t they?"

It was the ultimate tank equipment, tuned for a heavy warrior using a greatsword. If he wore this and activated his defense skills, he would probably withstand a full-power attack from the Fake Hayate with ease.

Even that thing they call the strongest mid-boss right now is just a Grade 3 monster. Before equipment created using massive amounts of materials from the currently unlocked Grade 6 dungeons, and further enhanced to the highest level with the financial power of the Shinonome Zaibatsu, it couldn’t be considered a formidable enemy.

"Are you sure we can have this?"

"Yeah. We worked hard to create this equipment for you two, who worked so hard in training. We want you to have it."

"But it must be incredibly expensive to buy, right?"

"Please think of it as an upfront investment. If we keep clearing the most difficult dungeons, you’ll quickly recover the funds used to create that equipment."

"I-I see."

"Okay. We’ll work hard to contribute."

It seems they liked the present. Now we can finally get started for real.

"You two, welcome to the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office."

Rena and Sakinon as attackers. Naoto as defender, Amaterasu-sama as healer, me as a versatile all-rounder who can attack and defend, and Rururoro-san as support. With this new six-person lineup, let’s push forward with our dungeon clearing!
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    "Well then, to celebrate Naoto and Sakinon’s complete clearing of the dungeon clearing course, a toast!"

"""Cheers!"""

Hayate was having a meal with Naoto and the others at their usual family restaurant.

"Man, that was really hell."

"But we made it through."

"Congratulations on your hard work, both of you."

"I think you guys got seriously strong."

As they praised each other’s efforts, they enjoyed the dishes that were brought to their table.

"Ah, sorry about celebrating at a mass-market place like this, especially since it’s a special occasion."

Naoto apologized to Rena, implying that it was not a suitable place for the daughter of a zaibatsu to dine, but Sakino wore an expression that seemed to say, ‘What is this guy talking about.’

"I’m perfectly fine. On the contrary, Naoto-san, what do you think of the food here?"

"Me? I like the food here. It’s affordable enough for students to come, but it’s just as good as the food at high-end restaurants. The fact that the taste is always consistent is great too."

"Fufufu. Thank you very much."

"Why are you thanking me, Rena-chan?"

"You see, Naoto. This family restaurant is part of the Shinonome Group."

"…What."

"Mei-san, you know your stuff. Incidentally, the Japanese set meal you’re eating, Naoto-san, was actually commercialized after I made various requests."

"What did you say…"

"Seriously? I’m usually the one who orders that. I always thought it was a divine set that had all my favorite things. And it was made thanks to Rena."

It was no coincidence.

Rena had obtained information from streams that Hayate frequented a certain family restaurant, as well as information about his favorite foods, and had a menu created for him.

"Uh, um. I’m sorry for saying ‘a place like this’ earlier."

"No, please don’t worry about it. More importantly, I’m satisfied to hear you say it’s delicious. We operate with the concept of keeping prices affordable for students, while making the food as delicious and plentiful as possible. I’m happy that everyone likes it."

"This place is seriously amazing. Especially that Japanese set meal, it’s full of all my favorite things…"

Hayate remembered how in past streams, a viewer named Lena would often ask about his favorite foods. Many of the things he mentioned then were incorporated into that one set meal.

Lena was the account name Rena used when watching Hayate’s streams.

"Wait, no way, huh. Seriously? Could it be that’s what this is?"

"You didn’t order it today, Hayate, so I thought maybe your tastes had changed. You do still like it, right?"

"Yeah. I usually order it. But today was Naoto’s celebration, so."

"We sort of have an unspoken rule not to order the same things."

"It usually feels like Hayate’s special menu, but I got to order it today! But wow, you really made a menu just for Hayate. Your love is amazing."

"Making my idol’s dreams come true is a fan’s greatest joy."

Rena’s impressiveness didn’t end there. This family restaurant chain had not originally belonged to the Shinonome Group. When Rena heard Hayate mention his favorite family restaurant on a stream, she bought the entire national chain that very day.

And then she personally supervised all the dishes.

Later, after eating one of the supervised dishes, Hayate said on a stream, ‘The food at my favorite family restaurant changed a little. It’s kind of become more to my liking, which makes me happy,’ and hearing that, Rena was satisfied.

She had achieved a pseudo-experience of serving her idol a home-cooked meal.

Incidentally, Rena spent 300 billion yen just to do that.
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    "I think it’s about time I told you the name of the new academy."

Rena brought it up as they finished their meal and waited for dessert to be served.

"You mean the academy we’re going to?"

"What kind of name is it?"

"So it’s finally been decided."

"Yes. Rather than ‘decided,’ it’s more like I’m now allowed to say it."

Huh? What does that mean?

Naoto and Sakinon looked just as confused as I was.

"But there’s no information about it online yet."

Since Rena was being dramatic, Sakinon started looking it up herself. However, that too seemed to be part of Rena’s plan.

"You won’t find anything even if you search. Not until I give my permission."

"Does that mean…"

"The name of the new dungeon explorer training institution is Shinonome Academy."

"Sh-Shinonome Academy."

"Which means."

"It’s what we think, right?"

"I proposed its establishment to my father."

Seriously. Wait, so was everything up until now a charade?

"Rena-chan, you were the one who came up with the idea for the new academy, and the Shinonome Zaibatsu made it happen?"

"Wasn’t it supposed to be a government-led project…"

"We have Hayate, whom the President of the United States acknowledged as the strongest. Using that as a bargaining chip, we had it designated as a national project. It gives the academy’s graduates more prestige, and we can use the power of the state to eliminate any unsettling elements."

Naoto and the others probably don’t know, but the current prime minister is apparently someone backed by the Shinonome Zaibatsu. So is the Chief Cabinet Secretary, and Rena had told me that the number of such Shinonome-affiliated politicians has been increasing lately.

Apparently, the current Shinonome Zaibatsu has the power to make projects they initiate appear to be state-led. I don’t really get it, but it sounds kind of scary.

"So, does that mean we could have gotten into the same class as Hayate without training so hard?"

"Yes."

"O-oh… Thank you for your straightforward answer."

Wouldn’t it have been better to put it a little more gently?

"But thanks to your hard work, Naoto-san, we can all challenge the most difficult dungeons together. It seems Hayate wanted that too."

"Hayate did? So you knew about this too, Hayate?"

"No, no, no. I wasn’t told anything. It’s true that I wanted to clear dungeons with you guys, though."

"This was my decision alone. Hayate really knew nothing. I thought that if he knew you could get into the same class without trying, he might make the training easier. I apologize for keeping this from all of you. I’m very sorry."

Rena bowed her head deeply.

I didn’t mind, but I looked over at Naoto and the others, worried they might be angry.

However, my worries were unfounded.

"Rena-chan, you don’t have to apologize."

"Exactly. Come on, raise your head."

"Y-yes."

"You did it thinking of us, right? I’m pumped that I’ll be able to challenge dungeons with Hayate. But first, I want to ask Hayate something. Can I really hold my own in high-grade dungeons?"

"Yeah. I’ll guarantee it."

There can’t be many heavy warriors in the world who can withstand a barrage from the Fake Hayate using only initial skills. Right now, Naoto and Sakinon possess some of the top-class monster combat skills in the world, excluding the Iga ninja clan. However, that’s a little different from dungeon clearing ability.

Dungeon clearing also requires essential skills like finding shortcuts, avoiding traps, and timing the use of recovery items. I was planning to teach them those things as we cleared dungeons together.

It was certain that there were no enemies the current Naoto and his group would lose to in a straightforward fight.

"With a little bit of study on dungeon mechanics, you guys already have the skill to clear even a Grade 6 dungeon."

"See. We’ve become strong enough for Hayate to say that, so there’s no way we’d blame you, Rena-chan."

"In the era to come, it seems like we won’t have to worry about our livelihood as long as we can clear dungeons."

"I’m relieved to hear you say that."

She must have been worried about keeping it a secret.

I had one more thing that was bothering me.

"You decided to go to the academy with us after you learned that a new one was being built. So you must have decided to establish Shinonome Academy before that, right?"

"Yes, that’s right."

"Why? You and I don’t need to attend an educational institution for dungeon explorers."

"That’s because, well, I… wanted to be… with Haya…"

"Huh? What was that?"

"I wanted to go to the same school as Hayate! That’s all. Is that so wrong!?"

Oh. There it is again, the tsundere(?).

"Rena-chan, your face is beet red."

"S-so cute! This girl is so cute!"

Naoto and Sakinon teased her, and Rena’s ears turned red as well.

"Hmph! I don’t care!!"

As if to escape her embarrassment, Rena shoved her head into the space between my leg and the table. The table made it harder for Naoto and the others to see her.

She’ll probably feel embarrassed and regret doing something like this in a family restaurant later. That’s cute too, though. For now, I decided to gently stroke her trembling back until she calmed down.
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    Mid-December. We were at Shinonome Academy, the dungeon explorer training institution scheduled to open next April.

"Hey, shouldn’t we be able to get in as special scholarship students?"

Rena had brought us to a huge, gymnasium-like facility. And now, at her instruction, we were changing into combat suits fitted with motion sensors.

Apparently, we were about to take an entrance exam.

However, prospective students had received a notice that the official entrance exams would be held from January to February of next year. Plus, since it was an academy run by the Shinonome Zaibatsu, Rena had told us that there was no need for me or Naoto and the others to take an entrance exam….

"It’s fine if you don’t take it."

"Then why?"

"Let me ask you instead, do you really not want to take the entrance exam? It’s a common exam that over fifty thousand applicants from all over the country are taking to get into this academy. Don’t you want to give it a try?"

What does she mean. What’s so special about a common exam.

"I thought you might want to dominate the entrance exam, Hayate."

"Huh?"

"The exam results will rank things like combat power. It will be announced who is number one in which subject. Of course, the rankings will change with exams after enrollment, but the initial result still has a big impact. If you achieve an overwhelming result there, you can show the people who took the official exam the difference in your class."

"I-I see."

"So it’s a ranking system."

"I wonder if I’ll be okay?"

"You’ll all be fine, I’m sure! Besides, I want to see it. You dominating the entrance exam, Hayate."

Ah, so that’s her real motive. Well then, I have no choice.

"Alright, fine. I shall dominate as my princess wishes."

"Yay!"

Rena is so cute, pumping her fist in a small victory pose.

"You can go all out too, Naoto."

"There’s no way I can get first place with Hayate around."

"Oh, don’t worry about that. There are rankings for each weapon type used. And you’ll also be ranked according to your abilities for roles within a party, like attacker, defender, and healer."

"Oh. In that case, I might have a chance."

It seems Naoto was fired up now too.

In the weapon-type rankings, I could only take the Multi-Sword User category, but I’m an all-rounder who can attack and defend. I have no intention of giving up the number one spot in the defender division, not just the attacker division.

"I know what you’re thinking, Hayate. You’re aiming for number one in the defense category too, aren’t you."

"You know me well. That’s right."

"Hey, how about we ban Haze? I don’t feel like I can win if you use that."

Hoh. So he feels he has a chance of winning against me as long as I don’t use my four-sword style’s secret technique, Haze. Is that what you’re saying, Naoto-san? Very well. I accept your challenge.

"Fine. I won’t use Haze. Let’s compete to see who gets a better rank. The loser buys the usual meal plus dessert at our usual spot."

"You’re on!! Let’s do this."

He thinks Haze is the only secret technique of the four-sword style. Just because it’s a secret technique doesn’t mean there’s only one. You’ll regret your naive assumption later.

"The boys are all fired up. What should we do, Rena-chan?"

"Even for ranged types, scores are given for things like attack accuracy and the timing of entering an attack motion, and those are ranked. Let’s you and I compete with dessert on the line too."

"Roger. I won’t lose, you know."

"Yes. I’ll do my best too!"

Rena and the others decided to have a competition as well. This kind of feeling is nice.

Our strength grows through competition. The ranking system is wonderful.

Dungeon clearing isn’t a game, and you can suffer fatal injuries. It’s not a joke. If you take it lightly, you’ll regret it someday. I think I understand that well enough.

But I can’t stop this feeling of excitement.

An exam proctor came to the waiting room to get us. We followed that person to the exam venue.

Alright, time to give it my all!!
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    We followed the female exam proctor.

It was a wide space with a sturdy-looking floor. Around the perimeter, there was some kind of impressive-looking machinery.

Apparently, this place was called the Mock Combat Area.

"The Shinonome Academy entrance examination will now begin. First, Shizukuishi Hayate-san, please come this way."

"Yes."

"Good luck, Hayate!"

"Don’t get hurt."

"But this is a competition. Don’t hold back."

Rena and the others cheered me on. Naoto’s was more of a challenge, I guess.

I intend to do my best to take first place in the rankings.

I was guided to the front of the Mock Combat Area.

"Shizukuishi-san, you are a Multi-Sword User. Your style is the four-sword style, is that correct?"

"Yes."

"It’s a bit redundant to ask you, but please forgive me as it is a rule. Have you ever entered a dungeon and have you ever experienced combat with monsters?"

"I have experience with both."

"Understood. The Manipulators you are currently equipped with are for training purposes, but have you familiarized yourself with their feel during the preparation time?"

"Yes, it’s fine."

"Thank you. Now, monsters that appear on the third floor of a Grade 1 dungeon will appear in this area. Please defeat all of them. You will be graded on the safety and efficiency of your combat."

I see. So flashy attacks are not necessary. Well, since lives are on the line in dungeon clearing, it makes sense that they aren’t looking for some romantic, powerful single strike.

By the way, the reason they’re starting with third-floor monsters right away is because this academy is not an institution for training dungeon clearing beginners. Beginners will learn the ABCs of dungeon clearing at a separate educational institution to be established in the future.

This academy is a government-led place to train serious dungeon explorers.

They are looking for personnel who will continuously clear the most difficult dungeons and supply the nation with dungeon-sourced items and resources.

In other words, dead weight is not needed. How harsh.

If I’m not careful, there’s a chance someone could surpass me.

"Are you ready?"

"…Yes."

But for now…

"Then, the exam will begi—"

I am the strongest.

"I’m finished."

"Huh?"

The holograms of the monsters appeared, and in that instant, I used my Manipulators to leap forward and cut down all the enemies.

By the way, even though the enemies are like images, there was a proper feeling of defeating them. The combat suit lent to me for the exam has a magnetic actuator built in, which makes a mere image feel like a tangible object. This is an amazing technology.

"Huh, what?"

The exam proctor was dumbfounded.

"I’ve properly defeated all the monsters. I aimed for each of their vital points as well."

The monitor indicating the number of remaining enemies showed zero. There shouldn’t be a problem.

"I-I’m sorry. I have seen your streams, but I never imagined you could move at a speed that the naked eye cannot perceive…. Um, just to confirm, you are really human, right?"

"I am human."

I wish she wouldn’t doubt that. I haven’t even used my ninja powers yet.

"Ah, I have just received confirmation. You destroyed the vital points of all targets in a single blow. That is a wonderful combat score. Next, you will face monsters from the sixth floor. Is it alright to continue as is?"

"Yes, no problem."

"Then, let’s begin. The exam starts now."

I charged the monsters at full power, just as before.

However, this time there was an enemy that could not be defeated in a single blow.

First, I eliminated the other monsters. Then, I unleashed a barrage of attacks with my four swords while spinning at the turtle-like monster, which had incredibly high defense in exchange for slow movement speed.

The enemy’s health was about to drop below twenty percent. This thing activates a healing skill at this timing, so to defeat it with maximum efficiency, I needed to shave off its remaining health in a single motion.

So, as usual, I leaped up with my Manipulators and began to rotate my body as I fell. Unlike in a dungeon, there was no ceiling here, so I couldn’t kick off it to accelerate.

The turtle monster reacted to me falling at a relatively slow speed. A shield deployed above its shell.

But it’s fine. If my calculations are correct, I can do this.

"Eight-Strike Aerial Spinning Slash!!"

I slammed down a series of blows while spinning.

The first sword shattered the enemy’s shield, and the second scratched the turtle’s shell. I hit that scratch with the third and fourth swords. This wouldn’t be enough to defeat it, but my attack motion was still continuing. I entered a second rotation so as not to give the enemy a chance to heal.

The third sword of my second rotation cleaved the enemy monster in two.

"Alright!"

I had defeated all the monsters.

"A group of monsters including that Giant Turtle, in, f-forty-eight seconds?"

So it took forty-eight seconds. I think I could have aimed for the thirty-second range if I had a little more time to tune the Manipulators.

But since the other examinees are under the same conditions, I guess I have no need to complain.

"Which floor’s enemies are next?"

"Uh, um, the monster subjugation exam is now complete."

I see. I thought the final boss, the Stone Dragon, might appear.

In the real dungeon, there was a ceiling, so I was able to defeat the Stone Dragon in a single blow. But the ceiling here is too high. If they could also replicate the ceiling, it might become possible to do combat training where you kick off the ceiling with the magnetic actuator to transition into an attack.

I’ll suggest it to Rena later.

"Shizukuishi Hayate-san, your combat score is 938. That is an S-rank judgment!"

So it’s not 999 points.

"That’s not the highest score, is it?"

"No. Your combat was at maximum efficiency, but the AI judged it as lacking in safety. H-however, a score over 900 is unquestionably S-rank!"

So jumping up is judged as a dangerous act. I’ll have to keep that in mind when I take exams at this academy in the future.
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    Naoto and the others also took the monster subjugation exam, and everyone was told they were S-rank with scores over 800. After that, we took a written test about dungeons, and the examination was over.

Right now, Rena and I are on our way back to our base.

"It’s great that everyone got the highest S-rank in both the mock combat and the written test."

"Yeah. Naoto and the others watch my streams closely, so it seems they were fine without much studying. By the way, S-rank sounds like something out of a game. Was that your instruction, Rena?"

I think A, B, C, D… would be fine for a ranking. I can’t quite accept why S comes above A. I think it’s a common notation in games and light novels, but I thought it wasn’t used much in real life.

"Companies also use S-rank above A-rank in their credit management ratings. And in personnel evaluation systems that affect promotions and bonuses, employees who achieve outstanding results are sometimes given an S-rank evaluation."

"Oh. So that’s how it is."

What’s credit management? It’s probably a term related to corporate management.

Rena is apparently a director at several companies. It’s in these little words and phrases that I am reminded she is the young lady of a giant zaibatsu.

And to this young lady, I am about to make a certain proposal.

I’m nervous about whether she will accept it.

"Rena, do you have any plans on December 24th?"

Christmas is coming soon. My first holy night with a girlfriend.

"Christmas Eve? Yes, I have plans."

"I see, that’s goo— Wait, what? Y-you have plans!?"

I panic at the unexpected reply. I had expected her to say ‘no’.

"On Christmas Eve, there’s a party for the particularly large companies under the Shinonome Zaibatsu, and as one of the hosts, I have to attend."

I see. So it’s no good….

I wanted to spend it with Rena.

"But I negotiated with my father and got permission not to attend this year. I plan to spend Christmas Eve with my idol."

"What?"

Rena’s idol… Could that be me?

"On the other hand, do you have any plans, Hayate?"

"No, but."

"Great! Then we can be together all day!"

Rena threw her arms around my arm. What is this feeling of exhilaration.

My brain can’t keep up with the joyful event that followed a moment of slight despair.

"Was that a little mean? I’m sorry."

"No. I think I’m probably happier than if you had just said you were free."

"I knew it."

"You knew?"

"Wha— you don’t remember? You pretended not to know my birthday, didn’t you? I felt the same way back then as you do now, Hayate."

Oh, that!!

That was Aina-san’s suggestion, so, um….

"You’re trying to blame Aina, aren’t you."

"…Yeah. Sorry."

Is she a mind reader?

"Never mind that. Where should we go? We could see a beautiful night view, or go for a delicious dinner. You can decide everything, Hayate."

I had actually been thinking about it a little.

Rena, being a young lady from a wealthy family, must be used to beautiful night views and tired of delicious food. So I’ll try a slightly different proposal for her.

"How about we have a Christmas party with Naoto and the others? We could invite Rururoro-san too, and make the food ourselves."

Precisely because she’s an extraordinary young lady, I thought a party with just her close friends would be a rare experience.

"What, that sounds fun! Oh, but wouldn’t Mei-san and the others want to spend the time together as a couple?"

"That’s fine. Actually, I’ve already gotten their okay."

So it’s a go as long as you’re okay with it, Rena.

"Really? Then I want to spend it with everyone!!"

"Alright, it’s decided. We’re planning to hold it at our base, is that okay?"

"Of course! I’ve actually always dreamed of putting up decorations."

"By the way, Naoto and the others and Rururoro-san will go home at night, and for some reason, Amaterasu-sama is also going out that day."

Of course, it’s not a coincidence.

I had negotiated with the goddess who usually stays cooped up in the divine realm created in our apartment, which we call our base, and she had agreed to go out somewhere for just that day.

"S-so, at night, it’ll be just me and Hayate."

"Yeah."

Sleeping together is a certainty. Can we go further than that?

Is it still too soon? Well, we’ll see what the atmosphere is like.

"Alone with Hayate…"

Rena clasped her hands in front of her chest, her cheeks turning red. It seems she’s looking forward to it too.

Sigh. She’s just so cute!

There’s still time until Christmas Eve, but I was already too excited.
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    Pip pip, pip pip, pipipi— "Hah."

I turned off the alarm.

…Huh, that’s strange.

Usually, I wake up refreshed to the sound of Rena’s voice. But today, for the first time in a while, I woke up to my alarm.

"I wonder if Rena is still sleeping?"

Today is the entrance ceremony for Shinonome Academy. Is she oversleeping on a day like this?

Thinking that, I looked at my phone.

"Ah, something from Rena."

A message had been sent.

‘Like I said yesterday, I have to prepare for the new student representative speech, so I’m going ahead. Don’t oversleep.’

"Oh, right. She did say something like that."

I had told her that if I woke up, we would go together, but if I couldn’t, she could leave me behind.

I think I would have woken up if she had just called out to me, though….

Why is my head still so foggy. I don’t have a fever or anything.

Oh well. I should go to the academy. I can’t be late on the first day.

---***---

I made it just in time. I passed through the gates of Shinonome Academy and headed towards the school building in the distance. There were many people wearing the same uniform as me.

But something was a little off.

"This is it."

"Yeah, let’s do our best!"

"I wonder if I can raise my ranking."

"You’ll be fine, Yu-chan."

I passed by a group of girls chatting, but there was no reaction to me.

"Starting at C-rank, huh."

"Well, that’s about right."

"Let’s climb up from here."

"Yeah! Let’s do it!"

Even when I walked by a group of guys, no one called out to me.

Huh? Was my fame only this much?

I felt a little embarrassed for thinking I should have worn sunglasses or a mask.

I have Rena, so I don’t want to be fawned over by girls. …Well, it would be a lie to say I don’t want it at all. It’s not that I want to be confessed to or hit on, but I would like to be acknowledged, like, ‘Oh, it’s Hayate-kun!’. I have a bit of a desire for recognition too.

So when it’s like this, it just doesn’t feel right.

"Hey! Look over there!"

"Ah, is that him!?"

"W-wait. Is it really him?"

"Hey. Let’s go talk to him."

Oh, have I finally been noticed?

I heard the girls’ conversation. The sound of their footsteps approached.

"Um, excuse me."

"Yes. What can I— "Do you need something from me?"

Huh.

"Y-yes! You’re Nagumo Ryunosuke-sama, right!?"

It seems the girl was talking to the male student a little ahead of me, not me.

"Indeed. I am Nagumo Ryunosuke, the next head of the Nagumo Zaibatsu."

"I always watch your dungeon clearing streams!"

"The last one was amazing."

"I’m so happy to be able to learn at the same academy as you."

I wish that was me. Why isn’t it me?

And who the heck is Nagumo Ryunosuke. He’s not a famous FWO player.

"Ah, you there. Be a good fellow and hold my bag for a moment. I must give these ladies my autograph."

"…No."

I don’t know why I responded like that myself. But I was in a bad mood right now.

Why should I have to carry the luggage of some guy I don’t even know. No way.

"A man of small character. But I’ve taken an interest in you for having such an attitude towards me. State your name. And tell me the rank you were assigned in the entrance exam."

On the contrary, you don’t know who I am? Very well. I’ll tell you my name.

"Shizukuishi Hayate. My rank is S."

"Shizukuishi? Never heard of you."

"What?"

"Ever since the dungeons appeared, I have spent most of my time clearing them. I do not know how skilled you are."

I see. Then it can’t be helped.

"And what is this S-rank. Don’t tell such obvious lies. Such a rank does not exist at this academy."

Huh? S-rank doesn’t exist? That’s impossible.

I took the exam with Rena, the one who proposed the establishment of this academy, and was judged to be S-rank.

"Are you trying to compete with Ryunosuke-sama?"

"Lying about it like that."

"Unbelievable, seriously."

"So lame."

The girls’ insults pierced my heart.

I-it’s not a lie!! What’s going on?

Why doesn’t anyone know who I am!?

"Now, now. Stop insulting this man. Such words are not fitting to come from the mouths of beautiful ladies like yourselves."

"S-sorry."

"As you wish, Ryunosuke-sama."

"But to say he’s S-rank."

"There’s no way he’s higher than Ryunosuke-sama!"

"Indeed. I cannot accept that either. So how about this? Care for a mock battle with me right now? If you are B-rank or higher, you are permitted to have a mock battle even before enrollment as a special exception."

So he wants to PvP.

Very well. I’ll teach you your place.

---***---

"Huh?"

I was lying on the ground, looking up at the sky.

"Do you understand now? Do not speak such nonsense as S-rank again."

I lost. I fought with all my strength against the one-handed sword user Ryunosuke, and I lost.

N-no way!?

Impossible! This is a dream. Just as I thought that.

"Ryunosuke, so this is where you were."

I heard Rena’s voice.

"Come on, what are you doing? The entrance ceremony is about to start."

"My apologies. I was just disciplining an underling who doesn’t know his place."

"Hmph."

Rena looked at me with cold eyes.

What, what is this!?

"Come on, let’s go."

"Yes."

Rena clung to Ryunosuke’s arm, and the two of them walked away.

I-it’s a lie. This is all a lieeeeeeeee!

"It’s a lieeeeeeeee!"

Pip pip, pip pip, pipipi—

"Hah! H-huh?"

I was screaming in my bed. The alarm was ringing.

"I-is this. Could it be a dream?"

A message had come in. It was from Rena.

‘Like I said yesterday, I have to prepare for the new student representative speech, so I’m going ahead. Don’t oversleep.’

…N-no way.

I was sweating like crazy.

For now, I decided to take a quick shower and head to the academy.

---***---

"Hey, look over there!"

"Is that him!?"

"Wait. Is it really him?"

"Let’s go talk to him."

"…………"

"Um, excuse me."

"…………"

"U-um! Hayate-san!"

"Huh, me?"

Four girls had called out to me.

"You’re Shizukuishi Hayate-san, right?"

"Yes."

"I always watch your dungeon clearing streams!"

"The last one was amazing."

"I’m so happy to be able to learn at the same academy as you."

Thank goodness. This is reality.

"Thank you. Let’s do our best together at this academy from now on."

"""Yes!"""

The girls went on their way, waving at me.

This is it. This is the feeling.

I was in a good mood.

"You there."

For some reason, I heard a voice that made me feel extremely unwell.

"To be surrounded by women while I am present. Who are you? I’ve taken an interest in you. State your name. And tell me the rank you were assigned in the entrance exam."

So you’ve appeared in reality too, Nagumo Ryunosuke.

In my dream, for some reason, I didn’t know him, but the real me knows about Ryunosuke from what Rena told me.

"Shizukuishi Hayate. My rank is S."

"Shizukuishi? Never heard of you."

"I figured. That’s why we should fight."

"Ever since the dungeons appeared, I have spent— Huh? What did you just say?"

"It’s fine if you don’t know me. You’re confident in your combat abilities, right? Those who are B-rank or higher are permitted to have a mock battle as a special exception. For us, it’s faster to fight and have our skills acknowledged."

"I see. An interesting man. Very well, let’s fight."

A PvP request was sent to me.

"Ah, Nagumo-sama! That person is—"

A person who seemed to be Ryunosuke’s attendant tried to stop him, but I accepted the PvP request before he could. A mock battle field deployed around us, and outsiders could no longer approach.

I won’t think of that defeat as just a dream.

I think of it as a reality that could happen in the worst-case scenario.

So I won’t hold back. I’ll go all out.

"Battle Aura, release!!"

I used my full strength to beat Nagumo Ryunosuke to a pulp.



    Chapter 106

    <Anonymous Bulletin Board>

    On the dungeon clearing thread of an anonymous bulletin board.

<Shinonome Academy’s entrance ceremony is today.>
<I couldn’t pass the exam.>
<Me too, me too.>
<If you’re here, that’s probably the case lol.>
<I failed too.>
<I wanted to go to school with Hayate-kun.>

Among them were some who voiced their dissatisfaction with the entrance exam.

<Isn’t it ridiculous that you can’t get into a dungeon explorer training institution unless you can already clear dungeons to some extent!?>

<The country and the zaibatsu aren’t looking for weaklings.>
<He who controls the dungeons controls the world.>
<That’s right.>
<They said a school for beginners will be established in the future.>

Shinonome Academy is a research and educational institution led by the state. It was established to study dungeons and maximize the profits that can be obtained from them. That is the information that has been publicly announced.

Few know the truth that it was founded for the sole reason that Shinonome Rena wanted to attend the same school as Shizukuishi Hayate.

Just as a discussion began about what kind of classes would be held at Shinonome Academy.

<H-hey. Social media is blowing up.>
<About what?>
<Did Hayate do something?>
<Sounds like him lol.>
<No way he’d do something on the first day.>

It was widely known that Hayate and his friends were entering Shinonome Academy. The thread members were somewhat expectant that someone as extraordinary as him would do something on the very first day of school.

<Says he beat up the son of the Nagumo Zaibatsu.>
<He did it wwwww.>
<The son is Ryunosuke, right?>
<He’s a beast who has cleared a Grade 4 dungeon.>
<Here’s the video of it, by the way.>

A video was posted on the thread. It seemed to have been filmed by one of the students present and uploaded to social media.

Incidentally, on this bulletin board, it is possible to comment on posted videos in real time. Several thousand thread members watched the PvP video of Hayate and Ryunosuke at the same time.

‘Battle Aura, release!!’

<Wait wait wait wait!>
<Why is he using Battle Aura in PvP!?>>
<The other guy’s gonna die.>
<But is Ryunosuke putting up a good fight?>
<No, his defense is starting to lag.>
<Ah, this looks bad.>
<Whoaaaa…>
<H-he’s getting pummeled.>

The thread members were quite taken aback by Hayate defeating Nagumo Ryunosuke with such overwhelming strength.

<Why were they even fighting in the first place?>
<Ryunosuke sent the PvP request.>
<So he tried to challenge Hayate.>
<Maybe he wanted to test his strength?>
<Then what’s the reason for Hayate going all out?>
<Using Battle Aura in PvP is insane.>
<Doesn’t Hayate-kun look angry?>
<Yeah. There seems to be a reason.>

The female fans tried to defend Hayate.

<If Hayate is angry, it’s probably…>
<Related to Elena, I guess.>
<That’s about the only thing that would piss him off.>
<Like when the Goddess desecrated Undine.>
<Ah. There was that.>
<Did he get mad because FWO was insulted?>
<Ryunosuke never played, did he.>
<His clearing speed is amazing for someone who hasn’t.>
<That’s why he’s S-rank too.>

It was public information that Shinonome Academy had a ranking system, and which ranks famous dungeon explorers had achieved.

<Even among S-ranks, Hayate is in a class of his own.>
<So he was showing him the difference in their level.>
<That four-sword style idiot?>>
<He wouldn’t go out of his way to do something like that.>
<I think it’s Elena-related.>
<Btw, Ryunosuke has a cute fiancée.>
<Maybe he said his fiancée is cuter.>
<I see.>
<And Hayate took the bait.>

<But there’s no way he’d use Battle Aura in PvP and beat up a zaibatsu heir just to make someone admit Elena is the cutest, right? www>

<…………>
<…………>
<…………>
<…Hayate would, wouldn’t he?>
<He would.>
<That’s totally plausible.>
<Hayate-kun would do it.>
<I think so too.>

And so, the reason for the commotion at Shinonome Academy was arbitrarily spread.
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    "Hayate, what were you doing on the first day of school?"

As I headed to my classroom before the entrance ceremony and went inside, Rena called out to me.

It was probably about the incident with Ryunosuke earlier.

"Um, well, there were various circumstances."

I couldn’t imagine she would be convinced if I told her it was revenge for her being stolen from me in a dream. I regret that I might have gone too far myself.

"On social media and the forums… well, it seems people are saying you fought to make him admit that I’m cute. Is that true?"

Huh? What’s that? I don’t know anything about that. That was just me taking out my anger on him.

As I was wondering how to explain it.

"That’s right. I lost the fight, so I will admit that Shinonome Rena is lovely. But my own wife is cute too. I will not yield on that point."

Nagumo Ryunosuke had arrived. He was also S-rank, just like us.

Ryunosuke is an explorer who can defeat a Fake Hayate solo, so of course he would be in this class.

But more importantly, he was playing along with the story. This guy is a good person.

"I went too far by using Battle Aura. I’m sorry."

"No, it’s fine. I learned the difference between myself and a truly skilled person. From now on, I will aim for your level of strength. It’s a blessing to have the world’s strongest nearby. I’m sure I, too, will become stronger than before."

It seems he heard various things from his attendant after our fight.

"And we are comrades learning in the same classroom. There is no need for formal language."

"Okay. Then, I look forward to working with you."

"Yes. Likewise."

Ryunosuke held out his hand, so I shook it. With this, there were no hard feelings between us.

Though the only one holding a grudge was me against the Ryunosuke in my dream.

When I thought of a zaibatsu heir, my image of Saionji Hisato was strong. But Ryunosuke seems straightforward and like a good guy.

Speaking of which, I wonder if Hisato is coming?

"Oh, morning, Hayate."

"Morning, Hayate-kun. Rena-chan."

Naoto and Sakinon came into the classroom.

"Morning."

"Good morning."

"What were you up to this morning?"

Naoto showed me a video. It seems someone had been filming our PvP.

"I was making him admit that Rena is cute."

I decided to stick with that story for now.

"Haha. You’re an idiot."

"But Rena-chan doesn’t seem to mind."

"W-well, if my boyfriend fought for me, I would be happy."

Rena explained, her ears turning red. That was cute. Sakinon and the others seem to think so too, so it looks like I’ll be teased like this more often from now on.

And after being teased, she’ll come crying to me at our base.

And I can comfort her while we flirt.

Nice. It’s a good cycle.

On the very first day of school, I had discovered a new merit of learning at the same academy as Rena.

"Um, are you perhaps Konoe-sa—" "I’m Konoe Naoto. A pleasure!"

When Ryunosuke tried to talk to Naoto, Naoto cut him off and introduced himself.

It seemed like Ryunosuke knew Naoto, but why would the heir of a zaibatsu know a commoner like Naoto?

"…Yes. I’m Nagumo Ryunosuke."

"You’re already friends with Hayate. I was Hayate’s classmate at the high school that became the basis for this Shinonome Academy. Let’s be friends too."

"Understoo— I mean, got it. Let’s."

"I’m Sakino Mei."

"I’m Shinonome Rena."

"It’s a pleasure to meet all of you."

After that, until our homeroom teacher arrived, we spent the time discussing the latest dungeon clearing information.
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    Episode 108

    "...Hey. Isn’t the teacher late?"

"Yeah. And who’s gonna teach this class anyway? Hayate-kun is in it."

I overheard that conversation between two men whose names I didn’t know.

They looked to be in their twenties.

This academy was a facility for training dungeon explorers, so some of the students were adults. Apparently, high school students like us could earn a high school diploma upon graduation. But if you were skilled enough to get into this academy, I figured you’d make a living as an explorer rather than go to college.

Our S-class had a total of nine members. The boys were me, Naoto, and Ryunosuke, plus the two men from earlier. The girls were Rena, Sakinon, and two professional players I had met at an FWO event.

I heard Ryunosuke was the same age as us, so that made our class five high schoolers and four adults.

Even though revival was possible, dungeon exploring was a life or death affair, so there were generally more adults. The academy as a whole had more adults than minors, but in our class, the ratio was flipped.

I guess that was the result of training Naoto and the others so we could all be in the same class.

"Hayate, who would you be happy to have as a teacher?"

Rena obviously knew who the teacher was, but she hadn’t told me.

"I’d be happy if a high-ranking FWO player came."

Back when FWO was a game, my solo completion rate was ranked fourteenth in the world. I hadn’t heard much about players ranked higher than me being active in the real world now. Even so, there were champions in the virtual world who used to crush me in PvP.

If people like that were to become our teachers, I was sure I could become even stronger.

I was a little hopeful. After all, Rena was the one who chose the teacher. I couldn’t imagine her doing anything pointless. She would never appoint someone to teach this class who just spouted dungeon theories without any real substance.

The door slid open with a rattle. All the students’ eyes focused on it.

"Sorry. I’m a little late."

The man who entered was blond and in a wheelchair.

Who was he? I had never seen him before. At the very least, he hadn’t been at any of FWO’s offline events.

"I am John Smith. I will be the teacher for this class. It’s a pleasure to meet you all."

He was speaking English, but I heard it in Japanese through the translation device around his neck.

But more than that, I wanted to know who he was.

"Um, excuse me. Sir, are you..."

"First, we’re going to the Mock Combat Arena."

Without giving us time for introductions, Smith-sensei headed out of the classroom.

To the training ground, right off the bat?

"What are you doing? Hurry up."

He urged us on, so we decided to follow him for the time being.

When I stood up, Rena, Naoto, and the others followed. Seeing that, the adults also began to move.


"Thanks for coming without complaining."

"Are you planning to test our skills first?"

"Non, non. I know your skills from watching the entrance exam videos. What we’re about to do is determine whether I’m a suitable teacher for you. This is a mock battle for you to acknowledge me."

W, with that body?

"You’re wondering if I can fight in this body, aren’t you? It’s impossible like this, of course. That’s why I’ll be using *this*."

When Smith-sensei snapped his fingers, the floor of the Mock Combat Arena split open and a robot emerged.

It kind of looked like the fake Hayate. But on its back, instead of manipulators, it was equipped with a weapon called a tachi.

"This is a combat android developed for me by the Shinonome Group. I can control it just like my FWO character!"

Smith-sensei put on a headgear, and the android began to move.

"Now, let’s fight. If you can defeat me, you don’t need my lessons. Go explore dungeons as you please. It would be a waste of time to do something as unnecessary as taking classes. But if you lose to me, it means you still have room to grow."

I see. Simple enough.

"In that case, may I go first?"

"Hayate-kun. You, right away?"

"Sir, have you ever fought me in FWO?"

"Including that, I’ll tell you if you beat me."

"Understood. I’ll come at you with everything I’ve got!"

"No Battle Aura Release. This android can’t handle it yet."

"Roger."

I faced the android controlled by Smith-sensei. When I took my stance, my opponent assumed an iai stance.

Th, that... A shiver ran down my spine.

I can’t rush in. I can’t move forward.

If I go, I’ll be killed. My instincts were refusing to let me advance.

This feeling, could it be...

"Not coming? Then, I’ll come to you."

The android vanished from my sight.

"Ugh!"

I somehow managed to raise my four swords in front of my body to block the first strike.

"Oh. A good block."

It was a high speed movement using a technique called Shukuchi. By further aiming for the opponent’s blinking timing, it created the illusion of disappearing. Smith-sensei’s android used these techniques to launch its attack.

There was no way I could parry this with rotation.

I somehow dodged the follow up attacks, but I couldn’t use my opponent’s momentum to counterattack like I usually did. It was attacking in a way that disrupted my axis, preventing me from rotating.

This was extremely difficult to fight.

"When fighting an equal or superior opponent, the basic strategy is to do what they hate. I won’t let you rotate."

Even though I was going all out, sensei still had the composure to provide commentary.

This person was seriously strong. After that, I tried to go on the offensive somehow, but...

"Your movements have improved. But your downfall was overlooking your weapon fatigue."

"Huh?"

The moment I blocked sensei’s attack, all four of my mock battle swords shattered.

"And that’s my win."

A tachi was pressed against my neck, and I had no choice but to declare my defeat.

"No way. Hayate-kun lost?"

"Smith-sensei is strong."

"If Hayate-kun can’t win, then I can’t either."

"I don’t really want to fight him either."

Including Naoto and Ryunosuke, no one else tried to fight sensei.

"Because I fought you first, Hayate-kun, the other students have gotten timid."

"My apologies. ZeRo-san."

"...So you noticed."

"I knew from your first stance."

He was the pinnacle of FWO, a game with over one hundred million players. The strongest player who reigned at number one in both the dungeon completion rate and PvP rankings, ZeRo.

Even against players ranked higher than me, I could usually win once after a few battles. But the one person I had never been able to defeat was ZeRo.

"I was born unable to walk. I also have a mental illness, so I can’t stay in crowded places for long. But in FWO, I could move around freely. It was so much fun that I got hooked, and before I knew it, I was number one in the world."

Every year, FWO had an event where the top rankers were invited to the management company in America, but he, the number one player, always declined the invitation and never participated.

So that was the reason.

"For now, is it okay for me to be your teacher? As you can see, I can’t enter dungeons. But I want revenge on the Goddess who stole the world of FWO that I loved so much. I want to strike a blow against her by making you all the strongest explorers."

Smith-sensei bowed his head to us.

"I apologize for using you, but you’ll all get stronger than you are now. It’s not a bad deal, is it?"

I had no problem with it. I was overjoyed that the ZeRo would be our teacher. He must have been offered a teaching position in America, yet he came here to Japan. That was incredible. Although we used different weapons, there had to be a lot I could learn from him.

I glanced behind me, and Naoto gave me a ‘go ahead’ gesture with his hand. I guess that meant I could answer for the class.

"Smith-sensei. We look forward to learning from you!"

"We look forward to it!" everyone chorused.

"Thank you. I look forward to it as well."

And just like that, the world’s strongest player became our teacher.
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    Episode 109

    On the rooftop helipad of the condominium where Hayate and Rena lived together, their so-called ‘base’.

"...Hayate, what are you doing?"

Rena called out to Hayate, who was sitting cross-legged in meditation, deep in concentration.

"Rena. I was just doing some image training."

"Why? You don’t have to do it in a place like this."

We were two hundred meters above the ground. The view was amazing. But the wind was strong. It wasn’t a suitable environment for concentration.

Which is why it was perfect.

If I concentrated too hard, I might accidentally send slashes flying into the surroundings.

How should I explain this to Rena? Well, it would be faster to show her.

"I want you to look under my body."

"Under your body... N, no way. Are you floating a little?"

"Yeah. Ever since I received power from Amaterasu-sama, my body started floating when I concentrate. And if I concentrate even more deeply and do combat image training, my real body sometimes performs the techniques I use."

At first, Amaterasu-sama let me do it in her divine realm, but I ended up wrecking the place every time, so now I’m banned.

So I had no choice but to train like this in an environment where I wouldn't concentrate too much.

"I don’t really get it, but I’ll pretend I understand why you’re image training here."

"Thanks."

"Next question. Why did you start doing image training in the first place?"

"Because I’ve been losing a lot lately."

"Losing a lot? You, Hayate? Wait, wasn’t it just Smith-sensei?"

In reality, the only person I’d lost to was Smith-sensei, who was ZeRo, the strongest player in FWO. But I had been defeated by Nagumo Ryunosuke in my dreams.

I had overwhelmingly beaten Ryunosuke in a real-life PvP match, but losing in a dream meant that somewhere in my subconscious, I acknowledged a factor that could lead to defeat. In reality, his combat skills with a one-handed sword were superb, with no openings in his offense or defense. If we fought ten matches normally, without ninja powers or Battle Aura Release, there was a chance I’d lose about three times.

"Are you perhaps counting losses in your image training too?"

"Something like that. I lose to Ryunosuke quite a bit. And to Naoto when he’s in top form."

"What about me!? Do I ever get to beat you, Hayate?"

"Of course."

I also run image training simulations for scenarios where I’m at my worst and my opponent is at their best. If Rena was at one hundred percent and I could only put out twenty five percent of my full power, the result was a loss to her.

Considering the matchup between a greatbow, a weapon with high single shot power but a low rate of fire, and the four-sword style, which relies on a high number of strikes and practically guarantees victory once in close range, she fought well. That just goes to show how skilled Rena is as a greatbow user.

"That makes me a little happy, maybe."

"I want to be able to beat everyone even when my performance is off. That’s how I’ve always trained... But I just can’t see a vision of me beating ZeRo-san, even when I’m at one hundred percent."

No matter how I attacked, he nullified my rotations. Whenever I tried to go on the offensive, he would attack my most vulnerable points, forcing me onto the defensive. I’m pretty sure that even though he’s a civilian, his reflexes are better than a ninja’s.

The average human reaction time is about 0.25 seconds. For example, if an apple is about to fall off a table in front of you, it takes 0.25 seconds for your brain to send a command and your hand to start moving to catch it.

By mastering ninja techniques, you can reduce this delay to 0.16 seconds. And the combat android, which the Shinonome Group created with the help of Amaterasu-sama, has a delay of only 0.05 seconds from receiving a command from the controller to moving. It far surpasses human reaction speed, but if an ordinary person were to use this android, the total delay would be about 0.3 seconds.

What I’m trying to say is that Smith-sensei’s own reaction time, while operating a combat android with ninja-class reflexes, is less than 0.11 seconds. I think this is one of those ‘are you really human?’ cases I sometimes hear about.

"It just means you can’t beat him right now. If you fight Smith-sensei a lot, you’ll win someday, Hayate. I believe that."

"...Could it be that you remembered me saying I wanted to beat ZeRo-san back in our FWO days, and that’s why you negotiated for him to be our teacher this time?"

"Yep! He was scouted by the President of the United States to work at America’s dungeon explorer training institution, and I poached him for Shinonome Academy just for you, Hayate. Y, you should be grateful!"

Wh, whoa. She did all that for me.

"Well, the President did say before that he would fully support your activities, Hayate, and when I actually approached him, he gave his OK right away. And Smith-sensei himself came to Japan on the next flight when I told him you were a student. So it’s not really thanks to me, but more a result of your own achievements, Hayate."

"You didn’t have to explain that part."

"I, I don’t want it to seem like I was deceiving you!"

She’s so earnest. I’m happy she went to such lengths for me.

"Thank you, Rena."

With a heart full of gratitude and the resolve to beat ZeRo-san and show her what I could do, I pulled Rena into a hug.



    Chapter 110

    Episode 110

    The second day of school at Shinonome Academy.

"Good morning, everyone."

"Good morning," the class replied in unison.

"How is my Japanese? Is it easier to understand than yesterday?"

"Yes. It sounds like fluent Japanese."

Yesterday, the translation device Smith-sensei was using hadn’t been properly adjusted, so his speech sounded a little broken, but today it sounded like normal Japanese.

"Good. I’m studying Japanese properly, too. I’ll do my best so that I can speak with all of you in Japanese one day."

For the last part, sensei turned off the translation device and spoke with his own voice.

"Now then. Yesterday we just had the entrance ceremony, a mock battle, and brief self introductions. Today, I’d like to share a bit more detailed information about everyone."

Smith-sensei sent data to the Electronic Board.

A giant electronic board, two meters tall and four meters wide, installed at the front of the classroom, displayed a self introduction card with many items.

"Please introduce yourselves by filling in the displayed items. The AI will automatically fill it in. You can skip things you don’t want to talk about, but basically, the items here are things that will be found out through the compulsory broadcast anyway."

Apparently, you could engage in PvP within the academy, and your rank could change as a result, so some people might have things they want to keep secret. Most of my information was already out there, so it was a bit late for me.

"Alright, let’s start with Hayate-kun."

"Yes, sir."

For some reason, I was called on. I had no particular reason to refuse, so I stood up from my seat.

"Just introduce yourself from there, while looking at the Electronic Board."

"Yes. I’m Shizukuishi Hayate."

First, the name field was displayed.

As I was thinking about what to explain next, an image of me in my dungeon exploring attire appeared in the slightly larger blank space below my name. In the column next to it was my full gear from when I cleared the most difficult dungeon in FWO. Below that, my fighting style, the highest grade of dungeon I had cleared in both real life and the game, and other details were displayed one after another.

"Huh, this is..."

My entire self introduction sheet was now filled out.

"Sorry. Information about you is already on summary sites and such, Hayate-kun, and it seems everyone except Ryunosuke-kun knows you well."

"Even I looked up at least this much about you on my own after you beat me so badly, Hayate."

"Yes. It’s a very good thing to be interested in your comrades. The people here are Japan’s top dungeon explorers. Whether as rivals who push each other to improve or as comrades who will conquer dungeons together, the attitude of trying to learn about one another is something I want you to value from now on."

I see. We weren’t just rivals anymore.

Due to a past trauma, I couldn’t explore dungeons in a party with anyone. But with Rena, that wasn’t a problem, and being with her has made it possible for me to enter dungeons with others as well.

Now, I could form a party not just with Naoto and Sakinon, but also with Ryunosuke and my other classmates to explore.

Because I always acted solo on my streams, people tended to think I liked being alone, but the truth is, I like clearing dungeons with a large group where everyone fulfills their respective roles. That was the original way to play FWO, after all.

More importantly, our lives were on the line in the real world. There was no need to take risks by insisting on soloing or pairing up with just Rena. Things I used to do in FWO, like spending two hours to defeat a mid boss solo, would probably be stopped by Rena in reality.

Everyone here is an ally. People who were evaluated as S-rank.

Apparently, the standard for that was being able to defeat a fake Hayate with a small group.

It’s a bit strange for me to say it, since people often ask if I’m really human, but I think the people here are pretty incredible too. It meant they had power close to a ninja’s, even without training.

Thinking about it that way made me a little excited. It wasn’t just that we had the strongest teacher. I also had eight of the strongest allies. It seemed like our range of strategies would expand.

"Since most of it is written here, it seems a self introduction isn’t really necessary. Once again, everyone, I look forward to working with you."
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    "Next, Naoto-kun."



"Yes. I’m Konoe Naoto. I use a greatsword. I haven’t challenged any of the dungeons that have appeared in the real world yet."



Information about Naoto began to appear on the Electronic Board.



"...Huh? No dungeon completion history?"



"What, and he’s in this class?"



The two adult men, Kurosaki-san and Ichinose-san, seemed to question Naoto’s record. They might be suspecting he got in through connections.



"Um, Naoto is..."



"He is Hayate-kun’s friend. He overcame the special training assigned by Hayate-kun, became stronger, and cleared the entrance exam with the highest score for a greatsword user. Even without practical experience, I judged that he has more than enough skill to defeat the mid boss known as the fake Hayate."



Smith-sensei explained for him. In response, Kurosaki-san and the other man raised their hands slightly towards Naoto in a gesture of apology.



"Thank you, sensei. I’ve watched a lot of Hayate’s streams, so I’m confident I have a decent amount of FWO knowledge, but it’s true that I have no practical experience. So, I’ll do my best from now on to not hold any of you back in a real dungeon!"



Naoto had said he wanted to explore dungeons, but after some thought, I had him focus on training in the tutorial area.



I wanted to make their debut a spectacular one if possible. I judged it would be better after Shinonome Academy had gathered public attention. Also, if they explored a dungeon with me, some people would inevitably think they only succeeded because of my power.



Even though Naoto and the others are skilled... I couldn’t accept that.



That’s why I wanted the fact that they were students of Shinonome Academy, a government-led dungeon training institution, and certified as the highest S-rank. I made Naoto and the others wait until that information was out.



"Naoto-kun will catch up to everyone soon. And when he, a top-tier guardian, joins the front lines of dungeon exploration, the S-class will be complete as a team. We will begin to take on investigation requests from the country and so on. Please do your best."



"Yes, sir!"



"Alright, next up is Ryunosuke-kun."



"Nagumo Ryunosuke. I’m a one-handed sword user, and I’ve unlocked a balanced set of skills."



Ryunosuke stood up and began his introduction.



By the way, a balanced type for a one-handed sword means you can do anything on your own, but you’re not well-suited for team combat. It was a style similar to mine. Strong in PvP, though.



When fighting in a party, it’s easier to coordinate if everyone is specialized in something, as roles are clearly defined. A jack-of-all-trades style tends to be mediocre, and is often shunned in pick-up parties for high-difficulty dungeons.



"I can defeat a fake Hayate solo. I can’t beat Hayate over there yet, but I swear I will one day. It’s a pleasure."



"Having a rival to push you is a good thing. It makes you worth training. Now, next is Shingo-kun."



"Yes, I’m Kurosaki Shingo. I’m older than you kids, but I’m still only 24, so please don’t call me an old man. It’ll hurt my feelings."



Laughter filled the room. He seemed like a cheerful, nice person.



"In FWO, my rank was around 10,000, so I don’t have any major achievements. But my airsoft hobby has paid off, and I’m currently clearing Grade 5 dungeons. My combat class is Gunner, the barrage type."



Gunners who handle firearms have two styles. The sniper type, like the greatbow Rena uses, has powerful single shots but a low rate of fire. The barrage type suppresses enemies with continuous fire. It’s a class that shines in dungeons with a large number of enemies.



"Can I introduce myself next?"



"Yes. Go ahead, Kazuma-kun."



"Ichinose Kazuma. I’m 24, same as Kurosaki. We went to the same university, though we worked for different companies. I’m a Healer, and my motto is that if the healer is the strongest, the team will never die. So I’m loaded up with healing buff skills and enhanced equipment. I played a fair bit of FWO too, my player name is ‘Hakua’."



Huh.



"Are you by any chance Hakua-san from the Holy Order Knights?"



"Whoa! I’m honored that Hayate-kun knows my name."



I, it’s really him!! The eccentric group ‘Holy Order Knights,’ a party of eight healers. All of them were healers, with no attackers or defenders. Despite this bizarre composition, they were a top-tier party in FWO.



The Holy Order Knights would cast buffs and continuous healing magic on themselves and then proceed to bash enemies with their Holy Staffs or endlessly fire their only attack spell, Holy Light, as their unorthodox method of clearing dungeons. A strategy that assumed they would take damage. It was the complete opposite of my style.



"I can’t really do the Holy Order Knights thing in a real dungeon, though. But please, leave the healing to me. I’m limited to once a day, but I’ve also learned resurrection magic. Well, if I’m around, I won’t let a situation arise where you’d need it."



Honestly, I had thought he was a weirdo. But he’d be a reliable ally.



Ichinose-san was also a hardcore FWO player. He didn’t stream, but I had often seen the name Hakua in the FWO rankings. He was without a doubt the strongest healer.



S-class is amazing. To think someone like him would be here. This... was making me look forward to finding out who the remaining two women were.
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    "Shinonome Rena, greatbow user. My progress is the same as Hayate’s, so I don’t think a detailed introduction is necessary. I look forward to working with you all."

Rena’s profile was filled out as thoroughly as mine. Besides her achievements, it listed strengths analyzed by an AI, and it was written with even more enthusiasm than my own profile.

The plan was for the AI to fill things in as we introduced ourselves, but this was at a level where the AI had already investigated us and written everything on its own.

And that AI was probably Aina-san.

That must mean she was the one who analyzed our combat skills, too. It was reassuring to think that Aina-san would be supporting our school life.

"Next is Mei-san."

"Yes. I’m Sakino Mei. I’m a mage, and I’ve unlocked all attributes for low-tier magic. Like Naoto, I haven’t started exploring dungeons yet, so I can’t use intermediate or higher magic. But I’ve memorized all the magic circles and chants for composite magic."

Whoa! The classroom buzzed with excitement.

FWO was a game where basically every class required player skill. You could cast a spell just by targeting and saying the magic’s name. However, to unleash high-power magic, you needed a ‘magic circle’ and a ‘chant.’

If you didn’t draw the magic circle, the power dropped by twenty percent, and if you omitted the chant, it dropped another thirty percent. In other words, activating a spell with just its name resulted in half its original power.

Conversely, to increase a spell’s power, you could use a magic circle and chant that combined spells with synergistic effects. But unlike basic magic, the guidelines for generating the magic circle didn’t appear for composite magic. You had to memorize it.

Even with low-tier magic, the right combination could defeat a boss from a Grade 4 dungeon. Of course, the more attributes you combined, the more complex the magic circle and chant became, but Sakinon had memorized them all perfectly.

"Assuming the same level of equipment, Mei-san is capable of unleashing the most powerful technique in this class. In the future, when we face an enemy we absolutely cannot defeat, there will be times when we all have to protect her and bet everything on a single powerful strike. We’re counting on you."

"Yes. I’ll do my best!"

"Just two more. Let’s go with Suzuka-san."

"Okay. I’m Hatori Suzuka. My combat class is also a mage, but I’m a healing and support type. I don’t have much fighting power on my own, but Hazuki here and I were FWO rankers as a two-person team. Our party was called Suzutsuki."

Oh, I know them! They were hardcore players who cleared the most difficult dungeons with just two people. They used cute beast-girl avatars, but they were actually women.

"Following that, I’ll introduce myself too. Takemiya Hazuki, fist fighter."

Their style was apparently for Suzuka-san to apply buffs and healing to Hazuki-san as she cleared the dungeon. Their numbers were small, but it felt more solid than the Holy Order Knights party that Kazuma-san belonged to.

Well, eight healers was probably a bit too eccentric.

"You two from Suzutsuki used to clear dungeons as Cat-Eared Maids, right? Um, do you ever wear those outfits in real life?"

Ichinose-san asked the question I was also a little hopeful about.

The healer, Suzuka-san, had a white cat avatar, while the attacker, Hazuki-san, had a black cat beast-girl avatar. Because they were cute and strong, they had their own dedicated thread on anonymous forums, and their live streams sometimes drew tens of thousands of concurrent viewers.

Having FWO’s idols as classmates, this is a seriously exciting development.

Cat-ear equipment and the like have been implemented in reality, but with the compulsory broadcast, not many people challenge dungeons in cosplay.

I thought it would be too much to ask, but...

"Hmm. What should I do?"

"If Hayate-kun really wants me to, I wouldn’t mind clearing dungeons with cat ears on."

"Hey, Hazuki, that’s not fair! I’ll listen to Hayate-kun’s request too."

Th, they’ll do it if I ask!?

FWO’s idols were offering to appear in real life with cat ears. I couldn’t find a single reason to refuse.

"I’d love it if you would, plea...ugh!?"

I felt a cold killing intent from behind me. It was on a level that made me, a ninja, feel my life was in danger.

I turned around to see Rena glaring at me, the flames of intense anger burning in her eyes.

This was bad. I had fallen for the temptation of beautiful older women.

"A, alright. Now that introductions are over, that concludes our morning homeroom! First period is a class at the training grounds, so don’t be late."

With that, Smith-sensei fled the classroom.

"Sh, shall we go too?"

"Yeah. Let’s go."

"I’m heading out first."

"Ryunosuke-kun, wait. Me too."

"Ah, we’re going too."

Everyone left. The only ones remaining in the classroom were me and Rena, who couldn’t contain her aura of fury.

"..."

"..."

The silent space was painful. I was pretty sure if I handled this wrong, it was game over. Was I in more danger now than when the Goddess-possessed Undine was spamming instant-death-level ultimate moves at me?
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    In the evening of the second day of school, after somehow managing to calm Rena down.

"Oh, Hayate. You made it out alive."

When I went to our usual family restaurant, Naoto greeted me casually.

"It was a pretty close call, though."

Rena was genuinely scary today.

"That was the first time I’ve ever felt such a clear killing intent. Honestly, I was terrified."

"She’s super cute, though."

"Hayate-kun, you can definitely never cheat on her."

Ryunosuke, Shingo-san, and Kazuma-san were here too. Today was an S-rank boys’ night out.

Shingo-san had invited us, suggesting we get to know each other. Naoto and I suggested the place. We usually took a table for four, but today we got a sofa booth that could fit up to eight.

"I would never cheat on her. Today was just a slip of the tongue, I guess."

"Well, if the two idols from Suzutsuki said something like that to me, I think I’d say the same thing."

"I wish you would, so Sakinon could glare at you too, Naoto."

"I kind of figured, but you and Mei-san are dating, right, Naoto-kun?"

"Yeah. We are."

"Nice. The bloom of youth."

"By the way, since we’re all in the same class, is there any chance you’d let us join the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office?"

"Huh, you want to join? I thought you’d be forming the Holy Order Knights in the real world, Kazuma-san."

"Come on. There’s no way we could pull off a reckless strategy like that in reality, where you might not regain consciousness if you die."

So he was aware that it was reckless.

"If we’re going to clear real-world dungeons, we should use a solid approach like Hayate-kun’s or Ryunosuke-kun’s, trying to avoid taking damage as much as possible."

"Hayate’s way certainly avoids damage, but I don’t know if you’d call it solid..."

I remembered how the AI had docked my combat score during the entrance exam because I jumped too high.

"I also checked out your clear methods on the compulsory broadcast archive, Hayate, and that stuff is insane. Are you really a human being?"

"I’m a perfectly normal human."

Even though my body floats when I concentrate a little.

"So, back to the topic, can we join the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office?"

"‘We’ meaning you and Shingo-san, Kazuma-san?"

"I’d like to join as well."

So all three of them wanted in.

"I’d welcome you, but I’ll need to check with Rena and the other members first."

"Yeah, that’s fine. We have our own individual booths too, so we’re not looking for a share of the streaming money. We just want to form a union."

"A union?"

"It’s like a team to prevent ourselves from being used by the government or the zaibatsu."

"Like Smith-sensei said, we’re going to be clearing dungeons at the country’s request from now on. Of course, they’ve publicly stated that our own free-will explorations will be prioritized... but there’s no guarantee that will always be upheld."

This was starting to sound complicated.

"Shingo-san explained it in detail before you got here, Hayate, but I think we should form a union. We want to build a relationship where we can protect each other as a team if something happens."

"We’re already classmates, so I was planning to rush to anyone’s aid if they asked for help."

"...I thought this while watching your streams, but aren’t you a little too nice, Hayate-kun?"

"I agree. High schoolers are so pure."

"You seem like the type to accept any order from the government, no matter what it is."

If I had other plans or if it seemed really dangerous, I might refuse, but if someone asked for my help, I’d probably do my best. This spirit of selfless devotion was probably something I picked up during my ninja training.

For my part, if Naoto judged that we should team up with Ryunosuke and Kazuma-san, I was willing to go along with it. Though I’d turn it down if Rena was strongly against it.

"For now, you two should talk to your respective partners about this today."

"Okay."

"Got it."

The popular illustrator Rururoro-san was also a member of the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office, so I had to check with her too. And with Amaterasu-sama.

Our numbers were really starting to grow.

But originally, FWO was a game where you cleared dungeons with a party of up to sixteen people. It might be interesting to gather more people and go for a full-party, brute-force clear.

Large groups are slow, but they enable strategies like the roller tactic, where you sweep through and collect every single item in the dungeon. That was something I could never do as a solo player.

Collecting items from high-difficulty dungeons would also help raise Rena’s production skill level, which would in turn strengthen the whole group. Having more allies was a good thing.

I was a little scared of being betrayed when the group got bigger, but... I had a feeling these people would be okay. It won’t be like *that time*. I suppose it’s thanks to Rena that I can think this way now.

"That’s enough serious talk. Let’s eat!"

"Once again, it’s great to work with you all."

"Looking forward to it," we all said.

"Same here."

The dinner with the FWO-savvy guys was more fun than I could have imagined.
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    The first Saturday since Shinonome Academy started.

"Hello everyone, and welcome back! It’s time for the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office!!"

The compulsory broadcast began, showing Hayate inside a dungeon somewhere.

<He’s here he’s here he’s hereeeee!>
<Been waiting for you!>
<Welcome back, Hayate>
<Which dungeon are you clearing this time!? >
<Looks like the Black Dungeon?>
<Huh? Why a Grade 1 dungeon?>
<Wait a sec. There’s a handsome guy here.>
<And a cute girl.>
<Huh, who are these people?>

"So this is what it’s like inside a dungeon. I’d heard about it, but you really are just talking to a space with no cameras or anything."

"When I was watching, you were looking right at the camera, so I thought there was some kind of marker."

"There’s nothing like that. It just gets broadcast nicely somehow. If you pick your nose, the whole world will see it, so be careful."

"I would never do that."

"Yeah. Me neither."

<They seem pretty friendly.>
<Hayate’s friends?>
<Their banter feels like they’ve known each other for years.>

"Ah, sorry for the late introduction. Today, two friends I made in high school will be clearing the dungeon with me. This is Naoto, and Sakinon."

"I’m Naoto."

"My last name is Sakino, but please call me Sakinon, just like Hayate-kun does."

This meant exposing their personal information to hundreds of millions of people, but even if they used fake names or player names, they would eventually call each other by their real names if they were always clearing dungeons together. So they decided to go with their usual names from the start.

<So they are friends!>
<Naoto-kun is handsome!!>
<Sakinon is so cute!!>
<I wonder if she has a boyfriend?>
<Nah, they’re obviously a couple.>

"Ah, these two are dating, so please be advised."

<Awwwwwworz>
<A little bit of a shock>
<A hot couple lol>
<Seriously jealous>

"I’ve always watched your streams, Hayate, and you have this amazing back-and-forth with the comments section, so I thought you could actually see something. But there really is no reaction at all."

"I’m surprised you can talk so much with nothing there."

"I know, right! There’s no reaction, so I’m actually always nervous!"

"But when I rewatch the stream later and see that my banter with the viewers was a success, there’s this mysterious sense of accomplishment."

<Oh, really?>
<Is that so?>
<I kinda get it.>
<With so many comments, someone’s bound to hit the mark.>
<That’s not what he means.>
<It’s like, you want a sense of unity.>

"It makes me happy when a lot of people’s impressions and comments about our actions match up."

"I get that. I’ve been watching Hayate’s streams forever, so it got me hyped to see lots of people with similar thoughts to my own."

<So Naoto-kun was one of us.>
<Must be nice to clear a dungeon with Hayate.>
<But remember, your life is on the line.>
<It’s not something you can just jump into.>
<Dungeons are scary.>

Shortly after dungeons appeared in this world, many FWO players tried to challenge them. However, defeating monsters wasn’t as easy as in the game, and with the risk of losing one’s life, few people now enter dungeons lightly.

<But we won’t allow any freeloading off Hayate.>
<It’s fine if they’re legit best friends.>
<Let him do what he wants.>
<This is the age of earning a living in dungeons.>
<That’s precisely why.>
<It’s unfair if you don’t work hard on your own.>
<Well, it’s true that I’m jealous.>

"I have a feeling comments saying it’s unfair that Naoto and the others aren’t getting stronger on their own are about to start popping up."

"Eh, really?"

<This guy can definitely see the chat lol>
<The timing is too perfect to think otherwise.>
<If he can’t see it, his intuition is too good lol>

"So, this time, Rena and I..."

"Will not be helping with the clear."

<Huh? Seriously?>
<Aren’t they your friends?>
<You’re gonna make them fight with starter gear?>

Hayate and Rena were wearing equipment made from materials obtained in a Grade 6 dungeon. Naoto and Mei, on the other hand, had the beginner equipment you get after finishing the tutorial.

"Even if we don’t help them. Even if we don’t give them equipment to power-level them, I’ll show you all that these two can clear the Black Dungeon with ease."

In FWO, ‘power-leveling,’ where high-level players would give their unneeded equipment to beginners to let them dominate the early dungeons, was a popular trend. It’s a common occurrence in MMORPGs that have been out for a while. Beginners get to experience the thrill of dominating early dungeons with strong equipment. The power-levelers get thanked by the beginners, satisfying their ego, and it also helps maintain the game’s player population.

Hayate had given Naoto and the others top-tier equipment, but he decided not to let them use it in this Black Dungeon. He planned to help immediately if things got dangerous, but the basic plan was to have them clear it using only their own strength. The goal was to prevent viewers from building up hate towards the two of them.

"Alright, let’s begin the clear of the Grade 1 Black Dungeon!"

"We’re the ones clearing it, though."

"You’re just watching, Hayate-kun."

"Ah, sorry. It’s just a habit."

Hayate, who had stepped forward to take the lead, moved back.

<His body moves on its own lol>
<What a dungeon-clearing idiot lol>
<Going to clear on reflex is hilarious.>
<Wonder if Hayate can hold himself back.>

In Hayate’s place, Naoto stepped forward.

"Well then, this is our first real battle."

<Oh. That line is...>
<Could it be...>
<A homage to Hayate?>

Those were the words Hayate had spoken when he first entered the Black Dungeon that appeared in the real world.

"We, who have received the teachings of the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style... are gonna see how far we can go!!"

<A good line for a beginner.>
<This kid is a Hayate fan lol>
<He’s holding a greatsword, so it’s not the four-sword style.>
<But it’s totally okay!>
<He trained under Hayate, right?>
<You’re cool, Naoto-kun. I’ll be cheering for you.>
<Nice, nice.>
<Go for it, Sakinon!!>

Naoto hadn’t done it consciously. He had just watched Hayate’s videos so often that the words came out naturally. This served as an appeal to Hayate’s fans, showing that he too was a comrade who had been watching Hayate’s streams all along. A single phrase. But by choosing the right one, he had succeeded in reducing the number of haters before he had even demonstrated his skills.
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    Black Dungeon, first floor. Naoto bisected monsters with his greatsword, while Mei prioritized taking down enemies that were a poor matchup for Naoto with her magic.

<These two are pretty good.>
<They’re just plain strong.>
<Sakinon’s magic selection is perfect.>
<No wasted movements in her chants.>
<As stable as the Hayate-Elena pair.>

Hayate and Rena watched as the two of them defeated monsters.

<Doesn’t Hayate look like he’s itching to fight?>
<He’s dying to get in there lol>
<He’s trying so hard to endure it www>
<And Elena is laughing at him.>

Until now, Hayate had rarely been a complete spectator to someone else’s dungeon clear. He had always been the one to jump in and help his surroundings, like defeating a monster a beginner was struggling with. However, this time he couldn’t interfere, as it was to demonstrate Naoto and Mei’s true abilities.

<I know it’s in case of an emergency, but...>
<He’s still got his weapons equipped lol>
<Oh, but he just put them away.>
<A display of faith in his friends?>
<He’s crossing his arms and enduring it wwww>

This was also a battle for Hayate to endure not fighting.

"Phew. That’s the first floor cleared."

"Good work, Naoto."

"You too, Mei."

Naoto and the others cleared the first floor without any trouble.

"Nice. A no-damage clear."

"Good work, you two."

"I saw you itching to fight, Hayate."

"You have to hold back this time."

"Ugh... I, I understand."

"If he starts to move, I’ll stop him."

<This isn’t about whether they can clear it or not.>
<I’m excited to see if Hayate can hold back until the end lol>
<You can do it, Hayate-kun!!>
<Make sure you behave!>

Since Naoto and Mei’s fighting was stable, the viewers had started cheering for Hayate to be able to restrain himself.


And so, they reached the final floor.

"This time we weren’t able to get gear that can one-shot the boss like Hayate did, so we’re going to do this the standard way."

"Naoto will tank the attacks, and I’ll take it down with a full-chant spell."

At first, Naoto and Mei were bewildered by having to provide commentary to an empty space, but after climbing ten floors of the dungeon while receiving Hayate’s guidance and defeating monsters while commentating, they had naturally gotten used to it.

<They got here with incredible stability.>
<They’ll be fine at this point.>
<Their FWO knowledge is solid too.>
<Apparently they watched Hayate’s streams.>
<Don’t let your guard down at the end!>

Hayate approached Naoto and the others as they were checking their equipment.

"Naoto, Sakinon. Change of plans."

"Huh?"

"You couldn’t hold back anymore?"

"No, that’s not it. You’ll still fight the boss, the Stone Dragon, on your own. But you two have been defeating monsters so consistently up to this point. I think the viewers have already acknowledged your skills."

<He’s at it again ww>
<Stop reading our minds w>
<But what can we do?>
<We’ve been conditioned by Hayate-kun.>
<I see. It’s not that Hayate is amazing.>
<We’ve just become easier to read.>

"So for the finale, you can go all out and dominate."

"Oh. Seriously?"

"We can really let loose?"

"Yeah. Thanks for holding back until now."

This statement from Hayate puzzled the viewers.

<Hm? What’s about to happen?>
<They were holding back or something?>
<They looked normal to me.>
<Stable, but that’s it.>
<They’re a little different from Hayate-kun.>
<If anything, they were kind of plain.>

"Uh, everyone. These two have completed the hard mode of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clear Course I set up."

<Huh?>
<Hard mode?>
<Sounds intense.>
<The final test was probably the fake Hayate or something.>
<That’s insane ww>
<That is definitely hard mode.>
<Nah, no way.>

"Naoto and the others can defeat a fake Hayate with just initial equipment and initial skills."

<...What?>
<No, no, no, that’s impossible!>
<No way!>
<Even the special forces of advanced nations can’t beat it.>
<Don’t use yourself as the standard.>
<But, what if they really are Hayate-level?>
<That’s what’s impossible!>

"Their full power is nothing like this. I had them fight in a deliberately plain style up to now. By the way, both Naoto and Sakinon are S-rank at the newly established Shinonome Academy."

<S-rank at Shinonome Academy means...>
<They’re as strong as Hayate!? >
<Wait, for real?>

"We have the skill to match this equipment."

"Hayate-kun trained us, after all."

Sometime during the conversation, Naoto and Mei had switched their equipment.

<Ah, that’s Grade 6 gear!>
<Hayate and Elena were gathering materials for it.>
<So it was to give to these two.>
<They suddenly look like veteran explorers.>
<But they wear it well.>

"Actually, I haven’t had a chance to use this yet since Hayate gave it to me as a present. And listen. Hayate is terrible, you know? He gives us this incredible equipment, and then tells us to hold back because he’s preparing a suitable stage for our debut."

<That’s wwwww>
<Pure torture www>
<Poor Naoto-kun.>
<But I get the feeling.>
<So their debut in full gear is a boss fight.>
<The things he makes them do are crazy.>
<But that’s Hayate for you w>
<Being friends with Hayate-kun must be tough.>

"Come on. It may be Grade 1, but it’s a genuine monster, and the final boss at that. I think it’s better than debuting against some Grade 2 trash mobs."

"Well, maybe you’re right, but... with equipment this strong, our movements might change, you know?"

"In the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clear Course hard mode, you both mastered how to use your bodies. You won’t be thrown off by something like Grade 6 equipment. I guarantee it."

<‘Something like’ Grade 6 equipment, huh.>
<So they trained enough to say that.>
<It’s not hard to imagine the training was hell.>
<True that.>
<Hayate seems like he’d be merciless even with his friends.>
<Isn’t it because they’re his friends?>
<He trained them seriously because he didn’t want them to get hurt.>
<And they overcame that. That’s awesome.>

"Hayate gave us his seal of approval, saying we’ll be fine, so we’ll just take down this boss real quick."

"Here we go!!"



    Chapter 116

    Episode 116

    Naoto and Sakinon faced the Stone Dragon.

Here were individuals skilled enough to defeat a fake Hayate with beginner equipment, now challenging the final boss of a Grade 1 dungeon while wearing gear crafted from Grade 6 materials and enhanced to its maximum potential.

The outcome was already clear.

"I’ll block its attacks, so you finish it, Mei."

"Okay! Got it."

No, you don’t. You two don’t understand a thing.

This was a dungeon that faithfully recreated the game FWO.

"Here I go! Uooooohhhhh!"

Naoto raised his greatsword and charged at the Stone Dragon at full speed.

Sakinon was drawing a composite magic circle while simultaneously beginning the chant.

She’s incredible. There were people who could do the same thing in the game. But she could do it in real life. She showed no signs of hesitation, even in front of such a massive enemy. I was impressed by Sakinon’s dexterity and courage.

But that magic is pointless, though.

"Take this, Air Slash!!"

Monsters have a habit of targeting mages who have begun chanting. So Naoto unleashed a fast-activating initial skill to draw the Stone Dragon’s aggro to himself.

The slash tore through the ground as it advanced and...

Gugyaaaaaaaa

It sliced the Stone Dragon’s massive body clean in two.

"Huh?"

"What?"

Naoto stood there stunned, his sword still swung down.

Sakinon was frozen in place, a magic spell that combined water and wind attributes to create the Stone Dragon’s weakness, ice, fully deployed.

They probably didn’t expect to defeat it with an initial skill used by the defender, Naoto.

They had watched my streams, so they had a general grasp of the monsters’ weaknesses. But it seemed they didn’t yet have a feel for how much damage they could deal with what equipment, which skills, and how much power.

"H, Hayate. Is this..."

"That’s the power of Grade 6 dungeon equipment."

"Congratulations on clearing the dungeon, you two!"

Rena was celebrating with innocent joy.

"Wait, did Naoto really defeat it in one hit? Then what am I supposed to do with *this*?"

Sakinon asked, pointing at the massive, completed spear of ice.

"For now, just try shooting it at that wall over there."

"...Okay."

Looking slightly dissatisfied, Sakinon unleashed the spell.

"Icicle Lance!"

The ice magic, launched at high speed, struck the wall of the final boss area and instantly froze nearly half the room.

"Whoa, Mei. Isn’t that overkill?"

"It’s not me! I didn’t mean to fire it with this much power!"

"Do you both get it now? This is the boost you get from the current strongest equipment."

"This is way too insane!!" they both shouted.

Yes, yes. That’s the reaction I wanted to see.

Even if it was a final boss, it was still just a Grade 1 dungeon monster. To be frank, this was overkill. Both Rena and I knew that and chose not to say anything on purpose.

"It was worth the effort to make the equipment!"

"I’m glad you two are happy."

"No, no, no! If it’s this strong, you should have let us practice with it beforehand!"

"What if my magic had hit Naoto!"

"It’s fine. FWO has a feature where you don’t take damage from party members’ skills or magic."

You can rest assured on that point.

"B, but this ice is cold."

"You don’t take damage from the magic, but you are affected by the substance created by the magic."

"So if you had been caught in the magic, Naoto-san, you wouldn’t have taken damage, but you would have been encased in ice and unable to move."

"Hey! Is that what you call being okay!?"

"You’re okay. Just freezing cold."

"That’s not what being okay means!!"

"Ahahahaha."

"I’m sorry. Hayate told me to keep it a secret."

Well, I’m satisfied that Naoto came back with the exact retort I was expecting.



    Chapter 117

    Episode 117

    ‘You’re okay. Just freezing cold.’

‘That’s not what being okay means!!’

The exchange between me and Naoto from yesterday was being replayed on the classroom’s Electronic Board.

"As Hayate-kun says, magic used within a dungeon will not cause damage to fellow party members. However, they will be affected by the substances created by that magic. To be more precise, it’s been found that explorers experience only the same sensations that the substance would cause in this real world."

As Smith-sensei explained, various research papers appeared on the Electronic Board. Many were written in languages other than Japanese, and I couldn’t even understand the titles.

"‘Sensations only’ means that our actual bodies won’t suffer from frostbite or burns, correct?"

"That’s right. I can’t enter dungeons myself, so I can only read these papers and explorer reports and relay the information to you. Honestly, I think you all are more knowledgeable in this area..."

As he said that, sensei looked at me.

"Sensei! The one with the most progress here is Hayate, but he clears dungeons with almost no damage, so he probably doesn’t know anything."

Naoto chided me slightly. It seemed he was still angry that I hadn’t let him test the equipment beforehand.

"No, no, I’ve at least done some experiments."

I never want to take an attack from a monster, but I had been checking with Rena to see what would happen if I took a hit from an ally. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to make Naoto and Sakinon do something so reckless.

"That’s right. Many of the papers displayed here were written based on analysis of Hayate-kun and Rena-san’s exploration streams. They’ve been providing not just dungeon-clearing methods, but also more fundamental and important information."

"Huh, but he didn’t say anything like that on the stream."

"I can’t state things I’m not sure about."

My dungeon explorations are compulsorily broadcast to over a hundred million people. It would be a problem if people started using magic that involved their allies just because they believed my words. There was always the possibility that I was the only one who didn’t take damage.

However, for the sake of experiment, I have deliberately touched skills that Rena has used. I think those actions were checked and turned into research papers.

"By the way, sensei, have you seen verification results from anyone other than us in the papers you’ve read?"

"Of course. A report that draws conclusions from a single case would never pass peer review at a scientific conference."

I was a little relieved to hear that.

"Sensei! I have a question."

"Go ahead, Mei-san."

"In conclusion, does this mean it’s fine to cast magic with the intention of hitting allies?"

"No, not necessarily. Look at this paper."

It was written in English, and while I couldn’t understand the content well, the diagrams and graphs suggested it was a slightly different kind of paper from the dungeon exploration ones.

"The human body is a strange thing. There are cases where the body suffers damage due to conviction, even when there is no actual injury. In other words, while you wouldn’t actually get frostbite from a comrade’s magic, the visual impression and the sensation of cold can cause the brain to inflict damage on the body on its own. This is said to be the risk when using large-scale magic."

"So, what we did yesterday was actually dangerous?"

"You could say that."

"Hey! What did you mean by ‘okay’!?"

Naoto glared at me.

"S, sorry..."

I didn’t know it was like that either. I really thought it was fine.

"Naoto-kun, don’t blame Hayate-kun. He probably didn’t know either. In fact, it’s thought that Hayate-kun has never been injured in his explorations so far because he strongly believed that he couldn’t possibly be damaged by his partner Rena-san’s attacks."

Wait, really?

"Hayate-kun is a bit of an anomaly, being able to believe he’s fine even when touching an attack that both visually and tactilely seems certain to cause damage. Most papers conclude that one should not use wide-area magic that involves allies."

"No way... Then I can’t use my strategy of annihilating the enemy along with Naoto as my shield."

"U-um, Mei-san? Were you thinking of doing that?"

Naoto didn’t know, but Sakinon and I had talked about how that kind of fighting style was possible.

"What are you talking about? It’s not impossible."

"""Huh?"""

A question mark appeared above everyone’s head in the classroom at Smith-sensei’s words.

"Because Hayate-kun is doing it. You just have to believe in your comrades. It’s a matter of image. You won’t take damage from an ally’s magic. You have to believe that and charge at the enemy. For you all to continue clearing dungeons at the world’s fastest pace, Mei-san’s magic will become essential. Are you going to say you won’t go forward because you don’t want to take damage from an ally’s magic? No. You can’t stay number one like that."

An image of a group clearing a dungeon somewhere was displayed on the Electronic Board.

"This is a Chinese exploration team. They were quick to realize that whether or not you are affected by magic is based on your perception. And as you can see, they have begun to use a forceful clearing method."

In the video, a rear-guard mage was unleashing large-scale magic that engulfed the shield-bearer to defeat a swarm of monsters. It was a common sight back when FWO was a game. But in reality, it must be terrifying. And there are people who do it.

"Listen up. You all have to become able to do this. I’m not saying you have to do it in every battle, but you need to have large-scale magic that involves allies as one of your options. For the sake of clearing efficiency, and for your safety."

Smith-sensei approached me.

"Now, let’s all become crazy explorers with a few screws loose, just like Hayate-kun!!"

I didn’t feel like I was being praised at all, but for some reason, Smith-sensei had a huge smile on his face as he placed a hand on my shoulder.
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    Episode 118

    "Hot, hot, it’s so hot!!"

"No way, this is impossible! I can’t do this!"

"Wait, seriously? Is this really okay?"

Hayate’s classmates were currently training to withstand the magic unleashed by Sakino Mei.

"It feels a little hot, but there’s no damage."

"Mei-san’s attacks won’t harm us. Please believe that."

Hayate and Rena stood in the middle of the blazing flames with cool expressions.

"You guys are amazing, as expected. But I’m a little shocked that Naoto doesn’t believe in me."

"I believe in you, Mei! But this is a completely different matter!!"

Over eighty percent of the information humans receive is through sight. It was normal for people to be unable to endure being in a place that was clearly on fire and felt hot.

"It’s amazing that you can be in here too, Rena."

"If Hayate says he can do it, then I just believe him."

Her faith was so blind that she didn’t even feel the heat from the flames.

"You’re lucky, Hayate-kun. I wish Naoto trusted me that much."

Even as the one who cast the magic, she still felt the heat. Yet Mei also stood in the center of the flames with Hayate and the others, waiting for their classmates to enter.

"Aren’t you amazing too, Mei-san?"

"I’ve trained to get used to fire."

"Trained?"

"...Well, there are various family matters."

"Oh, like cooking? I was scared of the stove’s fire at first too, so I trained with my mother to get used to it. It’s something like that, right?"

"Yeah. Something like that."

"Hmm."

Neither Hayate nor Mei knew that the other was a ninja.

In this place, only Rena knew that they were the strongest modern ninjas, each having received the scroll of mastership from the leaders of the Iga and Koga villages respectively. She didn’t know how it was in modern times, but she had heard that in the past, the relationship between Iga and Koga was not good. Therefore, she was acting to hide the fact that they were both ninjas so that Hayate and Mei would not fight.

"Back when FWO was a game, did you feel the heat from fire and things?"

"Yeah. It was pretty realistic."

"But I just convinced myself it was just a game, and the heat and stuff were suppressed. It’s gotten a lot hotter in reality, hasn’t it?"

"I understand your reason, Rena-chan, that you believe in Hayate-kun. So why are you okay, Hayate-kun? Is it because you believe in the settings from when it was a game?"

"I also trained to get used to the heat. I was made to walk on a burning path."

"What? Is that..."

"Hayate! Come over here for a second."

Rena took Hayate’s hand and pulled him away from Mei.

They passed through the wall of fire surrounding the training area and came out on the opposite side from where Naoto and the others were.

"Rena. What’s wrong?"

"Are you an idiot!? Normal people don’t train by walking on burning paths!"

"I know that much."

"Then why would you tell Mei-san?"

"She wouldn’t believe me. She’d think I was joking."

Normally, that would be the case, but it was a different story when the other person was a ninja. If they had undergone similar training, they might realize each other’s true nature.

"Are you okay with people finding out you’re a ninja, Hayate?"

"There’s no specific rule against it. Most people don’t believe me anyway."

"What if Mei-san believes you?"

"I don’t think it would be a problem. If she wants to become a ninja, I can write her a referral for a thirty percent discount on the ninja training course at the village."

Rena held her head in her hands at his utter lack of a sense of crisis.

"Rena, are you okay?"

"I’m worried about you."

"S, sorry."

"By the way, the famous Iga and Koga ninja villages, are they not on such bad terms with each other these days?"

"Ah. I guess our relationship with Koga isn’t great."

"Then it’s a problem."

"There are long-standing feuds, competition over jobs, and things like that... Speaking of which, I heard Koga also has a ninja who received the scroll of mastership for the first time in about fifty years. Rumor is they’re our age. They might be surprisingly close by."

"Ugh, ah. Y, yeah, maybe."

Both Hayate and Mei normally suppressed their divine power perfectly. A genin or a newly promoted chunin might let some of their divine power leak and show a shimmer, but they didn’t make such mistakes. As a result, they had not yet realized that the other was a ninja.

Rena wasn’t aware of the full extent of the situation, but she judged that for now, they were luckily unaware of each other’s circumstances. "Hayate, for now, I’ll keep doing my best."

"Hm? Well, I don’t really get it, but I’ll support you."

Rena steeled her resolve to continue fighting alone so that her friend Mei and her lover Hayate would not end up in conflict.
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    Episode 119 Goddess and Sadaharu

    "Saaadaaaharuuu!"

In a pure white space, the Goddess glomped Okabe Sadaharu from behind as he worked in silence.

Sadaharu used to say "Stop it," but the Goddess was so persistent that he had now given up and continued his work.

"How’s the work going? Have you implemented the final boss for the Grade 6 dungeons yet?"

"It’s provisionally complete. I mean, there are already people challenging the Grade 6 dungeons, so it would be bad if it wasn’t."

"Mhm, mhm. You’re amazing as always, Sadaharu. Now, I have something to ask you."

"...Don’t tell me you want to sync with a boss again?"

"Correct, correct, that’s absolutely correct!"

The Goddess threw her hands up and cheered.

"Last time I synced with the boss in a Grade 3 dungeon. So I just had the idea that next time, it would be good to do it in a Grade 6 dungeon. So, think you can do it?"

"You should have thought of that sooner. They’re already about halfway through clearing the Grade 6 dungeons. Well, it’s Hayate-kun and his group, as usual. They’ve paused their progress for a bit now, and I’m using that time to rush the implementation of the Grade 7 and 8 dungeons. To be honest, I don’t have any time to spare."

"In terms of can or can’t?"

When asked if he could do it, his pride as an engineer wouldn’t let him say it was impossible.

"...Technically, it is possible."

It was possible if he had time, but right now, Hayate and his friends’ clearing speed was too fast for him to keep up. In other words, it was impossible. However, such a nuance would be lost on the Goddess.

"Yay! In that case, please make the adjustments so I can sync."

Cursing his own words, Sadaharu decided to offer a compromise.

"Understood. However, I can only create a special setting for you for one body. I won’t be changing the settings for the other two."

The Grade 6 dungeons consisted of three dungeons called Thicket, Abyssal Sea, and Blue Sky. Sadaharu judged that he could manage to add adjustments to allow the Goddess to sync with just one of them.

"Only one, huh. I want to fight the explorer who’s made the most progress, so I guess it’ll have to be the Thicket dungeon."

That was the one Hayate and his group were currently clearing. Since Shinonome Academy had opened, the number of times they entered dungeons had decreased, and they were also redoing dungeons from Grade 1 to accompany Naoto and the others, but even so, they were still the party that had progressed the furthest in the world.

"But there’s a possibility that Hayate-kun and his group will change dungeons midway, right?"

"Aww. I see. Then maybe I’ll set up another trophy so they’ll come to the dungeon I’m in."

"Let’s not do that. That incident generated a lot of hate towards you, Goddess-sama."

"It did!?"

"Of course it did. If you create a situation where someone can monopolize their favorite celebrity, anyone would resent the one who caused it."

Thinking that everyone would flock to challenge the dungeons if they could monopolize their favorite celebrity with a personality tailored to their liking, the Goddess had made Rena and Hollywood actresses into trophies in the Grade 3 dungeon.

"Gasp. Humans think that way?"

The Goddess fell to her knees and hands on the pure white ground, looking dejected.

"Why don’t you just ask them to come to the Thicket dungeon?"

"Huh, will they come if I do that?"

"I mean, you’re the end content of this world now, Goddess-sama. If a challenge from a being like you arrived, a true gamer would accept it without hesitation."

It was a challenge with a chance of death, but resurrection potions were now available. Sadaharu, who knew Hayate’s personality well, believed that he would come.

"I see. I can just invite them myself."

"Please don’t set the sync rate to one hundred percent for the next boss either. It would be a problem if you disappeared, Goddess-sama."

"Okay, I won’t yet. I want to create a situation where the end content makes a mid-story appearance to check things out, so I think I’ll set the sync rate to about half next time."

"Understood. In that case, I will add the special settings to the final boss of the Thicket dungeon."

"I’m counting on you, Sadaharu!"



    Chapter 120

    Episode 120

    "I’ve invited a special guest today."

After the morning homeroom, Smith-sensei made an announcement.

"A special guest, he says."

"I wonder who it is."

"Someone Smith-sensei calls special."

"Even with Hayate-kun here."

"Are they more special than sensei or Hayate-kun?"

Oh, so I’m in the special category too.

But I was curious who was coming. We already had Smith-sensei, who was the strongest in FWO, and me and Rena, who currently had the fastest dungeon clear speed in the real world. Ryunosuke, Kazuma-san, and the others seemed to have made a lot of progress too.

Who would come as a guest to a classroom like this?

Maybe someone from FWO management?

"Alright, come on in."

Everyone’s eyes gathered at the entrance. But no one came in.

"No one’s coming?"

"What’s going on?"

"Haha. My bad, my bad, just kidding. By the way, Hayate-kun, could you come to the front for a moment?"

"Uh, ah. Yes."

Smith-sensei called me for some reason, so I stood up and headed to the front of the classroom.

I was a little hopeful about who might be coming, but it was just a joke.

"Sensei, what is it?"

"Yes, thanks for coming. So everyone, this is today’s special guest."

"...Huh?"

"He was the fastest in the world to clear the Black Dungeon, which even the special forces dispatched by advanced nations couldn’t conquer. After that, he cleared up to Grade 3 dungeons all by himself and rescued multiple people who were made into trophies, including Shinonome Rena-san. He’s the strongest dungeon explorer, acknowledged even by the President of the United States of America, Shizukuishi Hayate-kun."

Why was sensei introducing me?

"Since we have the strongest right here, it’s best if he gives a lesson too, right?"

"Um, I haven’t heard anything about this."

"I just thought of it yesterday. I haven’t told anyone."

What’s with that? Is that even allowed?

"So that’s the deal, is that okay? Director Shinonome."

"Yes, no problem! I want to take Hayate’s class too."

Rena was the one who answered. So she had become the director here.

She was the one who proposed the establishment of Shinonome Academy in the first place, so I wasn’t too surprised by this.

"We have the director’s permission. The rest is up to your motivation, Hayate-kun. Personally, I think it would be a good idea for you to give everyone here the same Hayate-Style Dungeon Clear Course hard mode that you used to train Naoto-kun and Mei-san, who had never even played FWO, up to S-rank."

"Huh. Th, that one?"

"For everyone?"

Naoto and Sakinon flinched slightly.

"I’ll do anything if it makes me stronger."

"Me too."

"We’re counting on you, Hayate-sensei!"

Ryunosuke, Kazuma-san, and Shingo-san seemed eager.

"If all the guys are doing it, I guess I will too."

"Hayate-kun is going to be teaching us, right? There’s no option not to do it."

That was everyone.

Is it really okay for me to do this?

In short, the Hayate-Style Dungeon Clear Course hard mode was about raising people who could pull off the same kind of *slightly* reckless clears as me.

It would make people who could already defeat a fake Hayate on their own even stronger. It would mean creating more rivals for me and Rena, but...

Well, whatever.

Unlike the game, there were no clear rate rankings. We weren’t rivals anymore. We were comrades who would clear Japan’s dungeons together.

Let’s make them stronger. We’ll all clear the dungeons together.

Nice. For some reason, I felt like if we all worked together, we might even be able to achieve my final goal of defeating the Goddess. This class had people with that much potential.

"Alright then, for today, I’ll be your teacher."

Now, let’s create the ultimate team.



    Chapter 121

    121

    Inside the S-rank exclusive training facility built within Shinonome Academy.

"Naoto, don't take the enemy's attack head-on. If you block it like that, your weapon's durability will run out in no time. I'll do it, so watch."

Havate skillfully deflected the attacks fired by the training machine.

"Like this. You deflect it so it doesn't hit you or your allies."

"G, got it."

Konoe Naoto wondered how he could so easily deflect attacks with such a thin, short sword, but with attacks coming one after another, there was no time to ask.

He just kept enduring, making sure the attacks didn't reach his comrades.

"Yeah. That's it, just like that. Ah, Kazuma-san. Naoto doesn't need healing yet. If you use it now, we won't be able to withstand the fourth wave of attacks that's about to come."

"Is that so? Roger."

Havate also gave instructions to the healer, Ichinose Kazuma.

"Naoto is very accurate with his own health management, so he'll signal if he's in real trouble."

"But I still can't tell which attacks are high-power even though they look normal, so when one of those comes, please heal me early!"

"Okay!!"

"Next is Shingo-san."

Kurosaki Shingo was showering the distant enemy forces with a rain of bullets, continuously whittling down their numbers.

"What's your advice for me?"

"That's a good barrage. Maintain it."

"...I was just trying to show off for everyone, but do I have to keep this up? My arm is starting to go numb."

"That's a good barrage. Maintain it."

"Uh, well. My arm, you see..."

"That's a good barrage. Maintain it."

"...Yes, sir."

Hayate and the others fought to protect Sakino Mei, who was drawing a magic circle and chanting for Explosion, a powerful blast magic that combined all attributes. Shingo held down one corner of the training machine army that was attacking from all four directions.

Nagumo Ryunosuke, who had been defeating enemies in another direction, returned and confronted Hayate.

"Hayate, isn't this a bit too many!? How long is this going to last!"

"Who knows?"

"Who knows... what! Are you messing with me!!"

"You never know how many enemies will appear in a new dungeon. There's no point in training where you can see the end."

From now on, they would be entering dungeons that no one had ever challenged before. Being the first in the world to enter means having no information.

Although the dungeons that have appeared in the real world have almost perfectly traced the specifications of the game FWO, there have been changes, like the fake Hayate.

There is a possibility that the specifications of small fry monsters and other things will change in the future depending on the Goddess's mood.

"Don't always fight at full power. Fight efficiently. It'll be easier if you make the enemy's attacks hit other enemies. You can parry too, right, Ryunosuke?"

"I certainly can, but doing that in real life requires a lot of concentration."

"You need to be able to maintain that concentration for ten minutes."

"T, ten minutes!?"

To parry an enemy's attack, one must accurately identify the attack line and align their weapon with that line. He was telling him to keep doing this feat, which requires extraordinary concentration, for ten minutes straight.

"A minimum of ten minutes. After fighting for ten minutes straight, take a breather, then fight for another ten minutes straight. Let's get to where we can repeat that!"

"No, there's no way that's possible."

"I can do it."

"Ugh, guh... Ah, fine. I just have to do it, right!"

"Go for it!"

After seeing Ryunosuke charge back at the enemy, Hayate went to the remaining female members.

"Everyone over here is doing great."

"I'm already used to your unreasonable demands, Hayate."

Shinonome Rena was continuously prioritizing and eliminating the strong enemies in the distance that Shingo's attacks couldn't finish off.

"Honestly, it's pretty tough, though."

"If Hayate-kun says we can do it, I'll do my best!"

Hatori Suzuka and Takemiya Hazuki were working together to defeat the enemies approaching from a different direction than Ryunosuke.

As for the remaining member, Mei...

"Wow, such incredible concentration."

Completely unchanged from when there was no fighting around her, she was silently and diligently drawing the composite magic circle and chanting.

"Ah, sorry! One got through!!"

An enemy's magic that Naoto couldn't block landed near Mei, but she remained unfazed.

She trusted her comrades that no attack would hit her.

"She trusts everyone. Especially Naoto, I guess."

Naoto was perfectly protecting Mei so that no direct hits would reach her.

Not only that, but he was also preventing enemy attacks from entering a three-meter radius around her so as not to break her concentration. It seems he just happened to make a mistake this time.

"Naoto's got skills, too."

"Sorry to keep you all waiting! I'm ready."

Mei's chant was complete.

Above her head, a ball of compressed magic of all attributes was formed, shining like it was on fire.

"Finally."

"Been waiting for this!"

"There's someone who can use that magic."

"The aura is insane. Looks strong."

Just then, the fourth wave of training machines appeared. They climbed over the wreckage of the first three waves and closed in on Hayate and the others.

"Everyone, do you trust me?"

In this situation, they couldn't even get a moment's rest without using a wide-area magic that would involve their allies.

Could they trust her? They had no choice but to trust her.

The entire class was of one mind.

"""Of course!!"""

"Go for it!"

"We're counting on you, Mei!!"

"We have high expectations of you."

"At least half of them."

"If you can, take them all out."

"Thanks, everyone! Here I go... Composite magic activate, Explosion!!"

When Mei clenched the hand she had pointed at the sphere, a strong beam of light was emitted from it.

The ring of light that was released converged on the sphere. Everything gathered at a single point, and the sphere came to a standstill.

It seemed like the activation had failed, but then a crack appeared in the sphere, and...

From that point, a destructive blast wind raged, destroying everything.

"...Um. Is everyone okay?"

"Whoa. Seriously no damage."

"The power is incredible."

"It wasn't even a matter of trusting you."

"I didn't even know what happened."

Havate and the others were all unharmed.

And the virtual enemy machine deployment port was also destroyed by the overwhelming power, making it impossible for the next enemies to come out.

"There were supposed to be three more waves... but, well, I think we can use this method to stop enemies in a dungeon too, so let's just call this a clear for now."

And so, the first day of the Hayate-style dungeon clearing course, hard mode, came to an end.
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    Day two of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Conquest Course, Hard Mode.

"Today, I've had a recreation of the Undine possessed by the Goddess made, and you'll be fighting it."

"You don't mean..."

"The one that uses those three major techniques?"

"Yep."

"No, that's impossible."

"That's just an unwinnable game, no matter how you look at it."

"We'll definitely die."

Voices of protest rose from his classmates, but Hayate ignored them.

"But the technicians at Shinonome Academy worked so hard to recreate it for us, so we should all give it a fight. Don't worry. I'm sure we can beat it!"

With that, he forcefully started the battle.

──＊＊＊──

Day five of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Conquest Course, Hard Mode.

"Ah, that day has come again..."

"Having these Hayate-style courses on a regular basis is mentally taxing."

"I really didn't feel like coming to the academy today."

"I wonder what today's enemy will be."

"In the end, I think the day two fight against the Goddess-possessed Undine was the toughest."

"Huh, really? For me, the first day was hell."

"No, no. Day three, when we had to fight Grade 3 dungeon monsters with only our initial equipment and skills, that was insane."

"If you're going to say that, then swapping equipment with someone else yesterday was pretty tough too, wasn't it?"

"But that gave me a chance to understand what everyone else is thinking when they fight. It was a good experience."

The Hayate-Style Dungeon Conquest Course, Hard Mode, was held twice a week.

Since the dungeon conquest teams from other countries were still struggling to defeat the Grade 5 boss, Hayate's group, who had already cleared up to the mid-point of Grade 6, still had some leeway. Because of this, they were currently dedicating their time to strengthening their allies.

Rushing through the dungeons too quickly wasn't a good idea either. If few people entered high-difficulty dungeons, materials wouldn't flow into the Market, making it impossible to craft the equipment needed to fight on the front lines. While gathering materials themselves was the basic approach, vast quantities were needed to further enhance already strong gear.

"Sorry to keep you all waiting."

"Oh, here he is, Teacher Hayate."

"What's today's enemy?"

"I hope it's not another one with restrictions."

"Today's opponent is... Fake Hayate, Ver. 3!"

The floor of the training ground opened, and a Fake Hayate appeared, looking exactly like the one from the Spring Dungeon.

"Version 3?"

"Huh, what about 1 and 2?"

"It looks the same."

"Ver. 1 was the one I first fought. Its strength traced my movements from about a year and a half ago. Ver. 2 is the version after I taught it how to fight, which made it stronger."

"...Hmm? Then what's Ver. 3?"

"D, don't tell me..."

"You're not going to say it can use Haze, are you?"

"Nope."

All the classmates sighed in relief at Hayate's answer.

Fake Hayate Ver. 2 was already strong enough. If they had to face one that had also mastered the secret technique of the original four-sword style user, they felt there was no way they could win, no matter how hard they struggled.

Naoto and Ryunosuke were relieved, but Rena alone had a bad feeling.

The one who came up with this was *that* Hayate, after all. A man who would do anything to become stronger.

It was clear that he now found joy not only in becoming stronger himself, but in making his allies stronger along with him.

For such a person to clearly distinguish between Fake Hayate Ver. 2 and Ver. 3 meant their combat power had to be on a completely different level.

Rena's prediction hit the mark perfectly.

"Fake Hayate Ver. 3 doesn't just use Haze. It uses Battle Aura Release too."

"...Huh?"

"What?"

"B, Battle Aura Release?"

"Not just Haze means it *also* uses Haze?"

"Of course."

At that moment, the Fake Hayate brought its right hand, which was gripping a sword, in front of its head and held its wrist with its left hand.

A red aura swirled around the Fake Hayate.

"Hey, are you serious?"

"That's not fair."

"Ah. I'm going to die today."

"Suzuka, don't give up!!"

"Alright everyone! Let's fight like our lives depend on it!!"

──＊＊＊──

Smith watched from a distance as Hayate and the others engaged in a life-or-death battle with Fake Hayate Ver. 3.

Beside him was a 3D monitor, where Aina, an AI who bore a strong resemblance to Rena, was watching the training with Smith as a 3D image.

"My, my. Hayate-kun is a real demon, isn't he? To be able to force such training on his friends, including his girlfriend."

"He himself says he's doing it so his friends don't get injured in real dungeons... but looking at his expression, he's clearly enjoying it."

"By the way, how's everyone's mental state? Surely their SAN points are getting scraped away?"

"Please rest assured on that point. Here we have a numerical representation of everyone's sanity, commonly known as SAN points."

Smith checked the parameters for each individual displayed on the monitor.

"Let's see. Is this... everyone's at 100? Weren't SAN points maxed out at 99?"

"After I, who pride myself on being not just the best AI in the country, but in the world, analyzed everyone's mental state, that was the result. It means that everyone, including Rena-sama, can undergo any amount of hellish training imposed by Hayate-sama without their sanity decreasing at all."

"Ryunosuke-kun and Shingo-kun looked pretty gloomy before class started."

"That is an act. I confirmed they were grinning before entering the classroom."

"...So does that mean everyone is actually looking forward to Hayate-kun's special training?"

"Yes. That would be the case."

Each time they underwent Hayate's training, they felt a thrill from the certain knowledge that they were growing stronger. He taught them what they were currently lacking. By following his advice, they could reach new heights.

It was just that they felt it was somehow wrong as human beings to gladly accept such hellish training, so they all put on an act of protest.

"They're all perverts, aren't they."

"Hayate-sama is said to be inhuman in many ways, from his strength to his way of thinking. Even the others who achieved S-rank along with him call him inhuman, just like the rest of the world. They say there is an overwhelming gap even among those of the same rank. However, I believe that anyone who can defeat a Fake Hayate with such a small group must already have a few screws loose in their head."

Hayate wasn't the only special one.

The eight others gathered in the same classroom as him also had their sanity parameters completely broken, just like Hayate.
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    Mid-June.

Rena and I hadn't yet started raiding the Grade 6 dungeon in earnest. In fact, we hadn't entered a dungeon for about a month and a half.

Training Naoto and the others was just too much fun.

They perfectly master everything I teach them. I only need to give them a small hint and they understand the full scope of what I want to say, growing in their own unique ways. I found myself eagerly awaiting the day I could hold the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course.

Mr. Smith noticed my enthusiasm and increased the number of days I could teach. I suppose it was also thanks to everyone's rapid growth.

Before my class begins, everyone always looks so gloomy. But the moment it starts, they all tackle the tasks I give them with vibrant energy. They might complain to me when they get a handle on the combat, but it doesn't seem like they genuinely dislike it.

By the way, I've been telling everyone that this is hard mode, but that's actually a lie.

The graduation trial for hard mode is to defeat a Fake Hayate with a small group. The S-rank students have possessed that level of skill from the very beginning. That's why I was running the 'Hell Mode' of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course.

It was training designed to push beyond human limits, just like my own ninja training. I would gradually increase the difficulty, and before they knew it, they had acquired what could only be called superhuman strength.

To be honest, I never expected all of them to keep up. My plan was to stop if anyone dropped out. Then, I would give separate, even more specialized training only to those who could still follow. That's what I had intended.

But somehow, every single one of them kept up.

Am I a better teacher than I thought, or is everyone else just abnormal? For the record, I'm betting on the latter.

I've heard that Japanese people have long harbored a divine power within their bodies. Everyone born in this country has it. The only difference is how much of that divine power one can draw out. People like me who have gained ninja powers don't have special bodies or anything of the sort. Apparently, we are simply more adept at using divine power than the average person.

Anyone born in Japan can release their divine power if they have the aptitude or if they undergo proper training. The entire population has the potential to awaken their abilities as ninja.

If we call the ability to use divine power an Awakening, then all of my classmates are already awakened at this point.

I was the one who forcibly awakened Naoto, because I wanted to enter dungeons with him.

Sakinon somehow managed to awaken on her own.

And Rena had been by my side the whole time, so before I even realized it, she was already standing on *this* side of the line.

It was also fortunate that with the implementation of Aura Release, using divine power was less likely to get you labeled as superhuman. Even if tons of people on social media call me out with 'You're not human!', I won't actually be captured like a monster and subjected to human experiments.

My master used to say it would be a huge problem if it got out that there were people in Japan who had awakened to the special power of ninja, but apparently, I don't need to worry about it so much anymore.

Now then. What should I plan for tomorrow's training?

The engineers at Shinonome Academy use various methods to create any combat training monster I request. Perhaps because they have the Goddess's cooperation, they've never once told me something was impossible. I can do whatever I want.

I do feel the urge to resume our dungeon raids, but I'm torn because training everyone is just too much fun.

"Seriously, what should I do?"

How long? No, how strong do I need to make them before I'll be satisfied myself?

Just as I was wrestling with that thought.

【Helloooo, everyone in humanity~♪】

"...Is this..."

A woman's voice seemed to echo inside my head. It was a sound I could hear no matter where I was or what I was doing.

The voice of the Goddess who made the dungeons appear in this world rang out.
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    【Nice to meet you~. Everyone's already been going into the dungeons, right? The one who made those dungeons appear is me, Goddess-chan~!】

The television in my room switched on by itself, displaying a beautiful blonde woman.

She was gorgeous, but... something about her smile was a little irritating.

【I think everyone's working hard to raid the dungeons, but from my perspective, it's a tiiiny bit unsatisfying. I went to the trouble of implementing a new feature called Aura Release into this world for you, so I'd like you to try a little harder, 'kay?♪】

So Aura Release was added to get us to raid dungeons more.

But there are still very few people who can master it. Almost no one can suddenly triple their physical strength and successfully apply it in battle.

By the way, everyone in S-class is on the side that *can*.

【Use Aura Release more when you're raiding, okay. By the way, my next stop is the Komura Dungeon, where I'll be possessing the final boss, Flora.】

That's the dungeon Rena and I are currently raiding.

It's also the dungeon with the most raid progress in the entire world.

【I'll do the special favor of fighting just the first group that reaches me. If you can beat the Flora under my control, you might just get a special item~】

...I see.

So that means with Undine, too, the Goddess only possessed her for that very first encounter.

The same situation is about to happen in a Grade 6 dungeon.

I can safely take this as a declaration of war aimed squarely at me. No other party has been able to break through the boss of a Grade 5 dungeon. That point has become a bottleneck, and many top-tier raiders are hesitating to proceed.

It feels like she's come to urge us on because we've been slacking off.

【Well then, everyone! I'll be waiting for you in the Komura Dungeon~!!】

With those final words, the screen went dark and the voice vanished.

It's surely no coincidence that the Goddess is possessing the final boss of the very dungeon we're raiding. It must mean she wants to fight us.

In our last battle against Undine, I completely overwhelmed the Goddess. But her spirit wasn't broken by it.

Based on her tone and her reaction during our fight, I had assumed that if I showed her the sheer difference in our power, she wouldn't show her face before us again for a good while. But it seems I was wrong.

Her mental fortitude is stronger than I thought. She's decided to fight again.

Perhaps she's acquired enough power to feel confident.

That means there's a possibility she'll use major techniques that the original Flora can't, just like last time. If that happens... raiding with just me and Rena might be tough.

Then, a plan came to mind.

I have allies now, people who can fight alongside me. The former strongest player in FWO and the strongest companions I've personally trained, who have mastered the arts of the ninja.

Furthermore, last month, Rena and I obtained a certain item.

If we use that...

We might just get to see a surprised look on the Goddess's face.

I have been ordered by the Japanese God (Amaterasu) to defeat the Goddess. However, I can't defeat her yet. My intuition tells me so.

That's fine for now. I want to enjoy my four-sword style a little longer, and this will also serve as a good way to show that I am properly working on the God's request.

Undine used major techniques from the final bosses of the higher-tier Grade 6 and Grade 8 dungeons. It's highly likely that the Flora possessed by the Goddess will similarly use techniques from even higher-tier final bosses. All the techniques Undine used were water-based, so it's safe to assume the element type will remain consistent for the boss.

So this time it'll be plant-based, then.

I began to consider the major techniques the Goddess would likely use. Ahh. I really do love this time spent planning a raid strategy.

"Alright. I guess it's time to get back to raiding dungeons for a while!"

I had been wondering just how far I should take everyone's training. My allies should already have enough strength to clear dungeons up to Grade 8 without much trouble, yet they still had room to grow.

In the midst of that, the Goddess, my final goal (End Content), has personally invited me to a fight.

There's also the chance of getting a special item if we win. Well then, I have no choice but to go.

I decided to put the training on hold and resume full-scale dungeon raiding.
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    Hayate had just started streaming from the Grade 3 Forest Dungeon.

<First comment!> <It's Hayate Musou Time!!> <Man, it's been a seriously long time.> <Update your socials, dude?> <It's a promise between men.> 

"Huh? Is this thing on?"

"It is. Probably."

"Good luck, you two!"

Naoto and Mei stepped in front of Hayate and Rena.

"Good morning, everyone. It's Naoto."

"And Sakinon!"

This was supposed to be Hayate's Booth, so the viewers were a little confused to see Naoto and Mei giving the opening greeting.

<Huh? Oh, mornin'.> <Mornin'.> <What's goin' on?> <Are Naoto and his crew gonna be the main feature again?>

"Mei and I are raiding with Hayate's group, and since most of you are probably watching on Hayate's Booth, we figured we'd get a little self-promotion in before we start. If you could, please subscribe to my and Mei's booths, too."

"It seems that if you subscribe to our booths as well, we get a small cut even if you're watching the raid on Hayate-kun's channel."

This feature applied whenever you were raiding in a party.

"So, to help us raise funds for equipment upgrades..."

"We'd really appreciate your support."

Naoto and Mei bowed in unison. Hayate and Rena stood beside them.

"We'd appreciate it, too."

"And subscribe to my booth, too!"

<Gotcha.> <Roger that.> <Subscribed!> <I'm already subbed.> <Same!!>

"Alright, that should do it. By the way, you all heard the Goddess-chan's Oracle yesterday, right? What'd you think?"

<Of course we heard it!> <Apparently, it was broadcast worldwide.> <What do I think? Well, duh.> <That was, without a doubt...> <A message for Hayate!> <The Goddess herself is finally telling you to get a move on lol.> <It's 'cause you've been slacking off on your raids, hahaha.>

"I get the feeling they're saying it's a message for me because I've been slacking off on raids."

"Yep. I'm sure that's what the comments look like."

"Even we can tell."

<Why were you slacking?> <Was the academy keeping you busy?> <Shinonome Academy, right?> <Heard you went wild on the first day.>

On his very first day of enrollment, Hayate had caused an uproar by thoroughly trouncing Nagumo Ryunosuke, the heir to the Nagumo conglomerate, in a PVP match.

Since then, however, no information about Shinonome Academy had leaked onto social media.

Aina had detected that other countries were making moves to obtain information on Hayate and Rena, the world's strongest raiders, and had implemented information control. As a result, this mandatory dungeon stream was their first public broadcast in about two months.

"As for why we haven't been in a dungeon for a while, I had Naoto and Sakinon take the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course Hell Mode to get stronger!"

"It was pure hell, seriously."

"But I think we got stronger."

<He-Hell Mode?> <Is that above Hard Mode?> <In games, yeah.> <It's the setting for perverts who like challenge runs.> <I managed to beat Fake Hayate on Hard Mode.> <So that means Hell Mode is...> <Something seriously insane...>

"Actually, I took it, too. I feel like I've gotten stronger than before as well!"

<Oh, Elena took it, too.> <Then I guess it's fine.> <Huh? Why?> <'Cause it's Hayate-kun.> <He wouldn't do anything too awful to Rena-chan, right?> <He's not *that* much of a monster.> <I see. That makes sense.>

The viewers concluded that since Rena had also participated in the training, Hell Mode couldn't have been all that grueling. But they were mistaken.

Rena was the type of person who would gleefully accept anything Hayate said and gladly undertake any ordeal, often roping in those around her and making Hayate's training even more severe.

"We can finally show off the power we've gained."

"Yeah. Time to show the fruits of our hellish training, Hayate-sensei!"

"We'll do our best, too."

""We'll do our best!""

<The Ele-Saki pair is great.> <They're perfectly in sync.> <So cute.> <Nice, nice.> <Good luck, everyone!>

The viewers misunderstood Hell Mode as something not particularly intense.

In reality, it was training that could elevate an ordinary person to the level of a ninja.

Having survived the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course Hell Mode, Naoto and the others had grown strong enough to deflect a bullet with a single knife. It was a state of being that even they themselves were not yet aware of.

"Looks like the Goddess-chan (End Content) is waiting for us, so the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Promotion Office will now be resuming our dungeon raids in earnest!"
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    Forest Dungeon, fifth floor.

Hayate and his party were surrounded by a countless number of tree-type monsters.

"Naoto, I'm leaving Rena and Sakinon to you."

"You got it! Go give 'em hell!"

Equipped with four swords cloaked in flame, Hayate charged into the enemy ranks.

He moved in a straight line at full speed—a raiding method Hayate had rarely used since partnering with Rena, as he always had to keep her safety in the back of his mind.

<So fast, hahaha.> <He's not hesitating at all.> <It's 'cause he has a defensive party member now.> <He's finally been freed from protecting Elena.> <Ah, so that's it.> <This is Hayate in his true element.>

An unrestrained Hayate seemed more vibrant than usual.

<Hayate-kun looks like he's having fun.> <Yeah. Just like back in his FWO days.> <He got used to duo raiding.> <But he was originally a solo player, wasn't he?>

However, the Hayate of today was even stronger than when he had fought solo.

"Sakinon! Hit me with some wind magic!"

"Okay! Here it comes! Wind Arrow!"

A wind arrow, fired towards Hayate without an incantation.

Without even looking, Hayate performed Magic Cladding.

<Yep, yep. There it is, Magic Cladding.> <No-look Magic Cladding is just insane, hahaha.> <What was 'maten' again?> <You can clad your weapon with magic of an opposing attribute.> <Hayate's using fire-attribute swords, so...> <I see, wind is the opposing attribute.> <What happens when you use Magic Cladding?> <Pretty much what you see.> <It boosts his attack power.>

With his flame magic swords now significantly powered up, Hayate once again charged towards the swarm of monsters.

<Whoa...> <That's insane.> <But why do so few people do this?> <This is my first time seeing it in real life, too.> <The timing is super difficult.> <It rarely succeeds even in the game.> <It's a character control skill with like a 3% success rate.> <Wait, that's in the game, right?> <A skill with a 3% success rate in the game...> <He's pulling it off in real life?!>

"Sakinon! A-no-ther one!!"

"Okay!"

Another wind arrow was fired. Hayate easily clad his sword with it.

With Sakino Mei—who could fire magic at the perfect time and place Hayate desired—joining his party, Hayate could now use Magic Cladding as much as he wanted without consuming any magic scrolls.

Enemies that were tough to handle with his four-sword style were taken down by Rena's long-range attacks. And Naoto was responsible for protecting both Rena and Mei.

No longer solo, Hayate could now unleash his maximum power and overwhelm the monsters.

<'Another one,' hahaha.> <This guy never changes.> <He probably doesn't even think he'll take damage.> <How does it actually work?> <Apparently, it's fine if it's a party member's magic.> <But you can still feel the heat and stuff.> <Isn't that the thing that messes with your brain?> <Like, even if you're not actually hurt, if you believe it too strongly, your body can develop wounds.> <But that Chinese raiding guild fires magic right through their own teammates.> <I heard that as long as you can mentally frame it right, you don't take damage.>

Several links to information were posted in the comments.

<TL;DR: Just believe in your teammates.> <So if you believe in your teammate who's firing an obviously hot flame at you, it won't be hot?> <No, it's still hot. You just don't take damage.> <So it's hot even if you believe.> <Then that wind arrow...> <Probably feels like his hand's getting sliced up.>

Just as the viewers speculated, taking a Wind Arrow to the bare skin, even one fired by a party member, would still feel like having one's hand sliced to ribbons.

But Hayate showed no sign of pain.

<Doesn't it hurt?> <Of course it hurts.> <There are reports that even friendly attacks hurt.> <So Hayate is just a freak of nature.> <What is he, really?> <Beginners, do not try this at home.>

"Ah! This Magic Cladding thing actually hurts, so unless it's absolutely necessary, you probably shouldn't try to imitate it!"

<He actually gave a warning, lol.> <So it does hurt.> <Then stop doing it.> <You don't need to rush that much.> <Yeah, yeah. You're already raiding plenty fast.>

"I bet there are comments saying I don't need to rush if it hurts."

<Yep, there are a lot.> <As expected of him.> <The theory that he can actually see the comments is gaining ground.> <If you know, then just take it slow.>

"But just imagine this for a second. What if the master of a game you've poured your heart and soul into playing sent you a challenge by name?"

<W-Well...> <That would be exciting.> <The only option is to go all out!> <Then can't just Hayate and Elena go?> <Ah, that's a good point.> <Those two could handle it, right?>

"For the record, the option of just me and Rena raiding is off the table."

<Why?> <You guys could totally do it.> <You two would be fine.>

"If I hadn't defeated the Goddess-possessed Undine, we probably would have challenged her as a duo this time. But I already thrashed Goddess-chan solo before."

<Yeah, I remember.> <That was so satisfying.> <She got completely thrashed, hahaha.> <This is random, but his nickname 'Goddess-chan' is hilarious.> <I was thinking that, too, hahaha.>

"I think she's probably prepared countermeasures against me this time. Something to seal my four-sword style, or maybe she's loaded up with powerful techniques based on my performance last time."

<I see.> <The Hayate from last time was strong.> <No, he was *too* strong.> <It was because Elena was on the line.> <He was like a demon god.> <It even spawned the proverb, 'Like giving Hayate the latest Manipulator.'> <Yeah, that was a thing.> <He also unveiled his four-sword style secret technique for the first time.> <Haze, right?> <That was so cool.> <So you're predicting Goddess-chan will possess an even stronger monster this time.> 

Having annihilated the monsters, Hayate returned to where Rena and the others were.

"So that's why the four of us..."

"...are going to strengthen our teamwork..."

"...so when she possesses Flora..."

"...we can take down Goddess-chan—"

""""And send her flying!!""""

<Perfect sync, hahaha.> <Couldn't you guys do it right now? lol.> <The theory that their teamwork is already perfect.> <They don't have any weaknesses.> <Can they really get even stronger?> <Don't underestimate Hayate. He's Hayate.> <Dude, that makes no sense, hahaha.> <But it's true. I can't help but get my hopes up.> <This is going to be fun to watch.>

They already understood that this party was the strongest.

But they couldn't help but feel excited.

Their curiosity about what this team would accomplish from now on was endless.

The viewers eagerly anticipated Hayate and his party's further growth.
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    After that, we proceeded to clear the dungeon smoothly.

Rena would take down any enemies I had a bad matchup against, and Naoto would handle her defense. Large groups of enemies that were difficult to finish off were wiped out by Sakinon's magic as we advanced.

*Having a mage really is a huge help. The efficiency of gathering materials is on a whole other level.*

Before, I couldn't party up with other people. But now, as long as Rena is with me, it's no longer a problem. I was once again realizing the fun and efficiency of raiding with a group.

We were currently clearing the Grade 5 Beast Dungeon.

"Naoto! A strong attack is coming!"

"Got it, Iron Shield!"

Naoto activated his skill, blocking the breath attack spewed by a wolf monster.

Sometimes he has trouble judging which attacks require a skill to block. Well, you can't always tell just by looking, so it can't be helped. Back when FWO was a game, I took hits over and over, developing a habit of using skills on attacks I knew were bad news, so now I can tell by instinct.

That said, Naoto was gradually starting to develop that sense, too.

"Rena, please take care of the enemy in the back right."

"Okay!"

"Sakinon, aim for the big bear on the left."

"Okey-dokey!"

Until I started teaming up with Naoto and the others, I only ever gave orders to Rena. Now that number has tripled. Of course, it's a lot of work, but...

"This feeling... it's awesome."

My teammates, clad in top-tier gear and possessing high physical abilities, follow my instructions with precision. We can easily annihilate swarms of monsters that gave me a decent amount of trouble when I challenged them solo.

FWO was originally designed as a game where multiple people cooperate to clear dungeons, so what we're doing now is the intended way to play.

There's a demerit to forming a party—the boss's health gets boosted according to the number of people—but the merits far outweigh it.

There's strength in numbers. Just going from one person to four makes *this* much of a difference.

So, what would happen when the S-rank students I've trained join us?

A party with everything: tanks, attackers, support, healers.

Just imagining it gets me excited.

--***--

After defeating the mid-boss, the Great Bear, we arrived at the boss's chamber.

"This is the final boss. And for the record, the boss here is the strongest among all the Grade 5 dungeons."

"Why'd you pick a place like that to clear?"

Naoto sounded a little displeased.

"Rena and I have already cleared the other dungeons, and our goal is to conquer a Grade 6 dungeon. I figured we might as well clear the harder one while the four of us can challenge it together. So, I'm counting on you guys."

"It doesn't feel bad to be relied on by you, Hayate."

"Yeah. Me too."

"Let's do our best!"

I was glad they seemed motivated.

"The final boss is Byakko, right? From the Four Divine Beasts?"

"That's right. The remaining Divine Beasts are mid-bosses in the Grade 6 dungeons. And the Byakko here was about as strong as them. If the settings are the same, then if we can beat Byakko here, it means we can beat the mid-bosses in the next dungeon, too."

Though it also depends on our equipment enhancement levels and the attributes of the weapons we use.

"When Byakko cloaks itself in a reddish aura, it's about to unleash a weapon-destroying attack. If you take it without activating a skill, it'll shatter even your gear in one hit, Naoto. So don't panic and screw up the timing for your skill."

"Got it. Can my defense block everything else as long as it's not cloaked in that red aura?"

"No problem—is what I'd like to say, but it's not an absolute guarantee. The specs might have changed from the game."

If the game settings were still in effect, Naoto's stats would be more than enough. But thinking that way leads to carelessness. And in the dungeons that have appeared in the real world, carelessness leads directly to death.

I don't want to die yet, and I don't want to see my friends die either.

"I'll give you a heads-up if a dangerous-looking attack is coming, but ultimately, I might have to leave it to your intuition, Naoto. For example—"

I directed just a tiny bit of killing intent toward Naoto.

"Whoa?!"

Naoto reflexively activated his skill and braced himself.

"W-What was that for?!"

"Hayate-kun, what are you doing?"

Sakinon, her expression serious, stepped in front of Naoto protectively.

*I only directed that killing intent at Naoto, but she was able to sense it.*

"H-Huh? What? What's wrong, everyone?"

It seemed Rena hadn't felt a thing. Is Sakinon's perception just that sharp?

"Sorry. I was just testing to see if Naoto could react to a truly dangerous attack."

"Please, don't ever do that again. I seriously thought I was going to die."

"Me too. That's not something you should direct at a person."

"Right. I'll be more careful."

I got scolded. I'll have to reflect on that.

But it was a good discovery to learn that Naoto and Sakinon have the ability to discern dangerous attacks. If they can react to that, they should be able to defend against any powerful attacks Byakko might try to sneak in among its regular ones.

"If we clear this place today, dinner's on me at our usual spot. So please forgive me for that."

"With dessert, too."

"And the drink bar set."

"Can I come, too?"

"You too, Rena."

I'm earning plenty from streaming, after all. For now, I was just glad it seemed they would forgive me.

Alright, it's about time we head in.

"Don't rule out the possibility that the boss isn't Byakko."

"Okay!"

"Roger."

"Got it."

"Alright then, let's go."

I placed my hand on the door to the boss room and stepped inside with Rena and the others.
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    "To celebrating our conquest of the Beast Dungeon, cheers!"

"""Cheers!"""

At their usual family restaurant, juice cups in hand, Hayate and his friends discussed the day's dungeon raid.

"The Byakko fight was easier than I expected."

"You didn't even need my magic."

"If the settings haven't changed, it should be a breeze."

"And our skill unlock rates are pretty high."

They had defeated the final boss, Byakko, without any real trouble.

"Everyone, how's your stamina? You okay?"

"I'm tired, but it's nothing a good night's sleep won't fix."

"No injuries, either."

"Yep."

"Then let's head into the Komura Dungeon tomorrow."

"I'm good to go."

"Me too."

"Same here!"

A Grade 5 dungeon was a place where hundreds, even thousands, of raiders had been wounded, exhausted, and broken-spirited, forced to abandon their attempts. Yet here they were, the day after clearing such a place, already planning to move on to the next stage.

"We have kept *her* waiting for a while, after all."

"Totally."

"She's probably all ready."

"You're all amazing."

Hayate and the others exchanged meaningful smiles as they spoke.

"I wonder if she's figured out our plan."

"Well, we are dealing with a goddess."

"She might even be listening to this conversation."

"If she hasn't found out, we'll just consider ourselves lucky."

"Exactly. What we have to do doesn't change."

"But if she hasn't noticed, we'll get to see the look of surprise on the Goddess's face."

The Grade 6 Komura Dungeon. The Goddess would possess its final boss.

For Hayate, this would be his second battle against her.

"This time, it feels like she's challenging you by name, Hayate."

"We have to assume she'll be waiting with stats specifically tailored to counter Hayate-kun."

"You think she's taken into account that Hayate is with us?"

"Probably."

Unlike when he had challenged the Goddess solo, Hayate now had allies. And they were strong allies, capable of pushing through dungeons at the same level he was.

It was hard to imagine the Goddess wouldn't be aware of that.

"After that thrashing you gave her, the Goddess is probably paying close attention to Hayate, right?"

"Maybe, but based on how she acted when we faced her in the Spring Dungeon, I don't think the Goddess gathers much information about the real world. If she's still the same as she was back then, our plan will work."

It was fine if she knew they would be challenging her with Rena, Naoto, and the others. They had prepared a plan that was another level above that, one that would exceed the Goddess's expectations.

"Alright, let's talk about tomorrow's raid."

Once they had finished their meal and settled down, Hayate brought up the topic.

"Since it's the Komura Dungeon, the enemies will be plant-type."

"I'm looking forward to fighting with the Buddy I got today."

"Sorry to disappoint you, but you can't do that, Naoto."

"Huh? Why not?"

They had just conquered the Beast Dungeon and received beast-type Buddies as a trophy. Naoto, who had been fantasizing about fighting while riding on its gallant back, was brought back to reality by Hayate.

"You know that FWO is based on four-person parties, right?"

"Y-Yeah."

The maximum number of parties you could bring into a dungeon changed depending on its difficulty. Grade 1 dungeons were limited to a single party, but from Grade 2 onwards, you could form two parties, meaning you could raid with eight people.

Furthermore, from the more difficult Grade 4 dungeons onwards, the specification allowed for up to three parties, for a total of twelve people.

If you formed a party within the allowed number of people, whenever someone defeated a monster, skill points would be distributed based on their contribution. Also, party members would no longer take damage from each other's magic or skills.

"You can only use a Buddy when your party has four or fewer members. And by the way, the Buddy counts as one of those members."

"If you have a two-person party, you can bring up to two Buddies. With a three-person party, only one person can bring their Buddy."

"W-Why is it designed like that?! I wanted to go on a rampage with Liger!"

Liger was the tiger-type Buddy Naoto had obtained in the Beast Dungeon.

"A Buddy is a support role for when you're farming materials with a small group. So you can't use them during a serious dungeon raid."

"Wait, you didn't know, Naoto? Hayate-kun and Rena-chan both have Buddies, but they never bring them along, right?"

*Gasp*. As if struck by a realization, a look of despair washed over his face.

"You're kidding me..."

"You can't use them in places like Grade 6 dungeons yet, but you'll be able to when we go farm for materials. Cheer up."

There was the option of returning to a Grade 4 dungeon and splitting into two parties of two to try out their new Buddies, but they chose not to.

There were people waiting for them. They had to proceed with their plan.

For that reason, they would challenge the Goddess who awaited them in the Komura Dungeon tomorrow.
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    In the Komura Dungeon that had appeared in Shizuoka Prefecture.

"Man, this place is seriously tough."

"Trying to clear this as a duo is just insane."

"Hayate-kun and his crew are monsters, for real."

Standing before the remains of a giant monster that were fading into light, Nagumo Ryunosuke, Kurosaki Shingo, and Ichinose Kazuma were taking a break, once again struck by just how abnormal Hayate and his friends were.

Grade 6 dungeons were of a difficulty that recommended a party of eight or more for raiding. Once higher-difficulty dungeons were unlocked and they could acquire the gear from them, clearing with a smaller group wouldn't be as hard.

But Hayate and Rena had conquered this dungeon all the way to the seventh floor, where Ryunosuke and the others now stood, with just the two of them.

"Hayate-kun does the work of ten people all by himself."

"He can be both an attacker and a tank."

Support mage Hatori Suzuka and fist fighter Takemiya Hazuki had also joined Ryunosuke's party. The five of them were currently advancing through the Komura Dungeon.

"Hayate-kun isn't just an attacker and a tank, he's the commander."

"Ah, right."

"And Rena-chan executes his orders more faithfully than anyone."

"Any enemy Hayate takes too long to wear down, Shinonome finishes off."

"That pair is seriously the strongest."

"But come on, there are five of us. We can't be whining now, can we?"

They intended to defeat this dungeon's mid-boss in another half a day.

That was the mission Hayate had given them.

"Alright, break's over!"

"Right. Let's get to it."

"Let's hurry up and go take down that mid-boss."

"But we have to adjust our timing."

"We can't communicate in here. We have to sync up by time."

"I'm sure Hayate-kun's group will be fine."

Assuming their actions were also being monitored by the Goddess, they avoided discussing their strategy inside the dungeon.

All they could do was stick to the time they had agreed upon and reach the appointed place.

"The problem might be us..."

"We'll be fine, too."

"Yes. We'll be fine."

"Because we—"

"—have cleared the Hard Mode of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course!!"

Having overcome the hellish training had become the source of their confidence.

--***--

Meanwhile, Hayate, Rena, Naoto, and Mei were in the Komura Dungeon that had appeared in Kanagawa Prefecture.

"Alright. Looks like we're the ones playing catch-up now."

"The Goddess only fights at the very beginning, after all."

"We can't lose to the S-class students."

"Let's hurry and catch up!!"

Before entering the dungeon, they had checked the stream and confirmed that Ryunosuke's group had already advanced to the seventh floor.

"They've only got three floors left, right? Can we catch up?"

"It's not about catching up, we have to overtake them."

"Yeah, you're right."

"We won't lose when it comes to firepower!"

While doing a final check of his equipment, Hayate stared into the depths of the dungeon.

"Alright, let's go."

""Okay!"" "Yeah!"

Plant-type dungeons had relatively easy monsters to defeat, so within the same grade, they were usually the first to be cleared. That was why Hayate and Rena had been focusing their efforts here.

Even though they had paused their raid for a while, their bodies still remembered the feel of fighting the monsters. There were often subtle differences between the FWO game and the real-world dungeons, but those memories were still fresh.

"Naoto, a strong attack is coming from the right. Block it with a skill."

"Got it!"

"Sakinon, start chanting. It doesn't have to be a composite spell."

"Okey-dokey."

"Rena... yep, keep doing what you're doing, please."

"Okay!"

Rena, who was beginning to fully understand which enemies to target to support Hayate, had already started moving in anticipation of his commands.

She could act without being told. It was proof that she had perfectly understood the thoughts of her idol.

A satisfied smile on her face, Rena unleashed powerful attacks on the distant monsters.

Hayate and Rena had been able to clear up to the seventh floor non-stop as a pair. Now, a tank and another attacker, clad in the best equipment available and having overcome their demon instructor's training, had joined them. There was no way their clearing speed wouldn't increase.

They raced up through the Komura Dungeon at a speed reminiscent of the RTA (Real-Time Attack) runs certain players used to do back when FWO was a game.

And then, around noon that day—

"Phew. We somehow made it on schedule."

Having defeated the mid-boss, Genbu, Hayate and the others stood before the final boss's room.

"This is it."

"This is our first time fighting the Goddess."

"My heart's pounding a little."

Naoto and Mei looked anxious.

"It's okay. You're all strong. Besides, you have me, and I've beaten the Goddess once already. I'm strong."

Hayate used words he normally wouldn't to encourage Naoto and the others.

His voice gave them strength. Reassured that they had the strongest ally with them, the look of anxiety vanished from Naoto and Mei's faces.

Confirming this, Hayate placed his hand on the boss room door.

He conveyed his determination to the viewers who were surely watching this mandatory stream.

"Everyone! Today, we're going to exceed the Management's (Goddess's) expectations!!"

It was the line of the strongest streamer, who had once used the four-sword style—a style no one thought could be mastered—to clear one high-difficulty mission after another set by the FWO management.
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    A beautiful woman stood in the center of a flower field.

"Ah! You're finally here! I've been waiting!!"

She was Flora, the goddess who presided over flowers. The final boss of the Komura Dungeon.

"I've been waiting forever. You were right outside the door, weren't you? What were you doing?"

"Checking our equipment, among other things."

Hayate replied, though he sounded slightly displeased.

It was understandable. A character from the game he loved so much was being possessed *again*. Last time he didn't have proof, but this time, they knew for a fact that the Goddess was inside Flora.

"Anyway, we've worked hard to climb all the way up here, and we're about to challenge you, so could you please deliver your opening lines?"

"Opening lines? Uhm... Oh! That! Fuhahaha, well met, heroes!"

"............"

Hayate glared at Flora in silence.

"S-Sorry. It was a joke. Don't look at me with such scary eyes. I'll be serious."

The smile vanished from Flora's face. She stared at Hayate's party with cold eyes and opened her mouth.

"To have reached this place means you have defeated my servants. My cute servants, to whom I, the Goddess of Flowers, gave life."

Even when it was a game, many players who faced Flora felt an anger so strong it was hard to believe she was just an NPC.

Now, it was real. Hayate and the others in the chamber were exposed to a killing intent so intense it made their skin tingle.

"...Hey. Don't make her angry."

From Naoto's perspective, it seemed like it would have been easier to fight when the Goddess herself was at the forefront just moments ago. But Flora's lines were predetermined by the system; this was her natural reaction.

"No, this is good. The Flora fight has to be like this."

Despite the cold sweat on his brow, Hayate was smiling.

As it happened, the boss's strength in the Komura Dungeon changed depending on how many enemies you defeated before the boss fight. Furthermore, if you used a lot of fire-based magic attacks to annihilate the monsters, Flora would become considerably stronger.

Hayate, of course, knew this.

It was a battle where defeat carried the risk of not regaining consciousness. Even if they had set revival potions to be used automatically, their opponent was the Goddess who brought the effects of dungeons and items into this world, so there was a chance that revival wouldn't work properly.

Even so, Hayate and his party chose to fight Flora in her Strongest State.

They had burned through the swarms of plant-type monsters with twin swords clad in fire magic and reduced them to ashes with Mei's composite spells to get here. If the settings were the same as in the game, the boss's strength level should be at the maximum of 6 out of 6.

"Here I come. I shall use your corpses as the foundation for the next servants I create."

Flora raised her hand, and countless wooden roots shot up from the ground. It was a preemptive strike that only the strongest version of Flora would use.

Hayate and the others dodged it with ease. It was an attack they had fully anticipated.

"Yeah. She's *definitely* at her strongest."

"You better be sure this is going to work!"

"There's no guarantee, but..."

"You agreed to the plan, didn't you? No complaining!"

At strength levels 1 through 5, Flora's next move could sometimes be unpredictable. By intentionally raising her to the maximum level, her actions became easier to read. Furthermore, at level 6, while the boss's attack power increased, her health decreased. It was a common strategy used by high-level FWO players to achieve a no-damage clear of the Komura Dungeon.

"Naoto, that thing is—"

"I know!!"

It was a linear attack. Taking it head-on would significantly chip away at his weapon's durability.

The wooden roots, manipulated by Flora's palm, surged forward one after another, but Naoto skillfully deflected them. Just behind him, Mei was drawing a magic circle for a composite spell, beginning her incantation.

"Alright, I'm going in. Rena, support me."

"Leave it to me!"

Breaking from their defensive formation, Hayate ran along the top of the wooden roots, closing in on Flora.

"Ugh—d-don't come any closer!"

The memory of being thrashed by Hayate before resurfaced, and the Goddess desperately manipulated the plants to keep him at bay.

"Your true self is showing. Also, those linear attacks won't hit me."

Normally, Flora in her strongest state would launch attacks with hard-to-read trajectories. But those were limited in number. Hayate's plan to make the Goddess焦る by triggering her past trauma and forcing her into simpler attack patterns was succeeding brilliantly.

"Why won't they hit?! Just stop moving!!"

Plants shot up from the ground, trying to entangle Hayate's legs. He had no choice but to jump up to evade.

"Ah! That's not a good way to dodge."

A smirk appeared on the Goddess's face as she focused attacks on the airborne Hayate from all directions. It was a situation with no escape, but Hayate wasn't panicking.

Something flew in at high speed, blasting away a section of the plants.

It was a powerful arrow fired by Rena. She had created an escape route for Hayate.

"Rena, thanks!"

"Mhm. Hayate, she said she's ready."

"Got it!!"

Hearing Rena's words, Hayate closed the distance to Flora even further.

It was the signal that Mei had finished her incantation.

The strategy was for Mei to burn away the surrounding plants with her explosive flame magic, leaving Flora defenseless for Hayate to approach and deliver the finishing blow, since party members didn't take damage from each other's spells.

"Here I go. Composite Magic, activate! Directional Explosion!!"

A ball of super-heated fire swirled just in front of Mei's palm. It shot out in a single line, incinerating all the plants in its path as it rocketed toward the Goddess.

"Eek?! A-Aqua Blast Rot!"

A giant pillar of water erupted from the ground, extinguishing Mei's spell.

"Whoa! Seriously? That was close."

Hayate, who had been advancing *through* the Explosion to get closer to the Goddess, came to a halt.

"Huh? When did you get this close?! D-Don't tell me, you were running through the magic?"

What seemed like a good plan to catch the Goddess off guard had ended in failure when the plant-type dungeon boss used a major technique from a water-type dungeon boss.

"That's just cheating, you know."

"Using multiple major techniques is one thing, but at least stick to plant-types."

Hayate and Rena chided the Goddess.

"It's not! I learned it, so it's my technique! Besides, you're the real cheaters! Running through fire like that makes no sense!!"

Incidentally, advancing on a boss by running through an ally's magic was a common tactic for regular players back when FWO was a game. However, in reality, you could still feel the heat of the flames, so almost no one was willing to do it, even knowing they wouldn't take damage.

"That's enough! From now on, I'm using every power I can, and I'm coming at you with everything I've got!!"

"Isn't that what Hayate—"

Rena was about to point out that the Goddess had just stolen the line Hayate had used when he challenged her while she possessed Undine.

"Lord of Hydra! Roots End Over!!"

Eight pillars of water rose from behind Flora, forming into dragons. Furthermore, the entire boss room was covered in wooden roots, leaving no room to escape. Naturally, no such specification existed in FWO.

"You've angered this Goddess, you know. If you apologize with all your might right now for using cheats, I might just maybe not not forgive you!"

It was a desperate situation. But Hayate laughed.

"If that's how you want to play, then we'll do the same."

"...Huh?"

The Goddess felt a sense of unease at Hayate's calm demeanor.

She had unleashed two major techniques and held an overwhelming advantage. It was because she thought this that the Goddess was unable to stop Hayate's next move.

Hayate pulled something from his item bag and shouted.

"Magic Scroll, activate! Summon!!"

A magic circle unfolded, glowing brilliantly.

When the light subsided—

"I was told you'd call if you were in a pinch."

"Yeah, but what is this situation?"

"Is this what hell looks like?"

"Look, Flora's using a major water technique."

"Isn't that cheating?"

Hayate's five classmates, including Ryunosuke, appeared in the room.

"Huh? W-Wait. W-What is this?!"

The Goddess was flustered, unable to comprehend the meaning of five more well-equipped, powerful-looking individuals suddenly appearing. But it wasn't over yet.

"As you can see, we're in a pinch. So, everyone, we're going all out from the start to get through this!"

Hayate brought his sword-wielding right hand up in front of his face and held his wrist with his left hand.

"I see."

"You're using that already?"

"You're doing it?! Right here, right now!"

"Roger that."

The eight classmates gathered here, excluding Hayate, struck the same pose.

"""Aura, Re-lease!!"""
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    <Stream Comment Section>

    A short time before Hayate's party was about to enter the mid-boss room.

<Hayate's group is about to fight the mid-boss, but apparently some other group already beat the Komura Dungeon's mid-boss.>

Such a comment was posted in the mandatory stream's chat.

<Huh?> <A raider faster than Hayate's group?> <No way that's possible.> <Lies. L2P.>

Hayate was the strongest raider, acknowledged even by the President of the United States. He was now leading a party of strong allies and raiding in earnest. No one could possibly keep up with Hayate. Most of the people gathered in this comment section believed that, so information about someone already defeating the mid-boss was easily dismissed as a lie.

<It's not a lie! Here, look. This is the URL for their mandatory stream.>

People checked the posted link.

<...What?> <Is this for real?> <No way.> <Hayate's group... lost?>

It was unbelievable. Many of the viewers didn't want to believe it.

<So these guys are going to challenge the Goddess.> <I was so sure it would be Hayate.> <Seriously... What are you doing, man?> <Should've just stuck to duo raiding with Elena.>

Hayate and Rena had been clearing the Komura Dungeon as a pair. They had temporarily halted that to accompany Naoto and Mei. Thanks to that, they had formed the strongest party with a balanced offense and defense, but not a few viewers thought that Hayate, who had once overwhelmed the Goddess, would have been fine this time as well.

No one wants to see the person they believe to be the strongest lose.

The people watching the mandatory stream were a little dejected.

<Huh? The guys who beat the mid-boss first are taking a break?>

They were sitting on the dungeon floor and showed no signs of heading to the boss fight right away.

<Maybe they're tired?> <Did someone get hurt?> <Doesn't look like it.> <What are they doing?>

They were just chatting, not even starting to organize their items for the boss fight.

<I don't get it.> <Who are these guys, anyway?> <I recognize one of them. Nagumo Ryunosuke.> <He's skilled enough to beat Fake Hayate solo.> <I think he's also an S-rank at Shinonome Academy.> <So he's Hayate's classmate?> <Maybe.> <Why aren't they raiding together?> <Who knows??? >

The fact that the Goddess was possessing the boss was information known to people all over the world. They couldn't understand why these raiders would stop right before the end content, the Goddess herself.

<Ah! Hayate's group started the mid-boss fight!>

They didn't understand the reason for not challenging the boss. But if it meant Hayate would be the one to challenge the Goddess, that was good enough for them, and the viewers gradually shifted their attention away from Ryunosuke's party.

--***--

The time is now the present. Mei's composite magic was closing in on the Goddess.

"A-Aqua Blast Rot!"

A giant pillar of water rose from the ground, extinguishing the magic.

<Hey, you can't do that!!> <That's cheating!!!> <Flora shouldn't be using major water skills!> <Yep. Shitty game confirmed.>

A storm of criticism was directed at the Goddess's actions.

"It's not! I learned it, so it's my technique!"

<No, no, no, that's not allowed.> <That 'mon' at the end is so annoying!!> <This is unwinnable, isn't it?> <She's doing whatever she wants...> <Does being a god mean you can do anything?>

"From now on, I'm using every power I can, and I'm coming at you with everything I've got!!"

<Isn't that Hayate's line?> <Aren't you embarrassed, a self-proclaimed god, for plagiarizing?> <What more 'all out' can there be?> <Maybe you guys should just run.> <Yeah, you should run.>

The Goddess was just too much of a cheat; they couldn't win. Just as comments suggesting they should retreat for now began to increase.

"Lord of Hydra! Roots End Over!!"

<Whaaat?!> <Sh-She can use them at the same time!!?> <This is bad, this is bad, this is BAD!!> <I think you can't leave unless you touch the door.> <Ah, you can't escape.>

In FWO, there were two types of boss fights: those you could escape from mid-battle, and those you had to either defeat or be wiped out by. Flora was originally an enemy you could escape from by touching the boss room door, but access to that door was now blocked.

In other words, Hayate and his party had lost the option to retreat.

"If you apologize with all your might right now for using cheats, I might just maybe not not forgive you!"

<So are you gonna forgive us or not?! Make up your mind!> <This chick really is an idiot!> <Idiot Goddess!!> <And Hayate's group isn't using any cheats!>

Anti-Goddess comments poured in from all over the world.

<It might hurt, but you should die once and escape.> <You have revival potions, right?> <If you need money to buy them, we'll send more Super Tips!!>

The strongest boss in the current environment was using multiple major techniques from even higher-tier dungeons. No one held out any hope in this desperate situation.

Even Hayate wouldn't be able to pull this off. That's what everyone thought.

<H-Huh? Hayate-kun is smiling.>

A female viewer noticed the smile playing on Hayate's lips.

<Did the pressure finally get to him?> <Is there still some chance?!> <Is it okay to believe?> <Is there some kind of insurance you can take out in this situation?!>

"Magic Scroll, activate! Summon!!"

The deployed magic circle shone brilliantly, and five raiders appeared on the spot. It was Ryunosuke and his party, who had defeated the mid-boss in a separate dungeon before Hayate's group and had been waiting all this time to be summoned by him.

<—!!!!> <Th-th-th-these guyssss!> <Summoning allies?!> <I see! So that's the trick!!> <Adding in a fighting force that easily beat the mid-boss, I see.> <This is too reassuring, hahaha.> <HERE IT COMESSSSSSS>

Hope had appeared. The comment section, which had been like a funeral, instantly came alive. But Hayate didn't stop there.

"Everyone, we're going all out from the start to get through this!"

<Ahhh!! That pose is...> <Huh, huh?!> <Are they gonna do it? Are they gonna do it?!> <Hayate is the absolute best, hahaha.> <He really knows how to build the hype.>

"""Aura, Re-lease!!"""

Nine people were cloaked in a red aura.

It was a system that the Goddess herself had ordered Sadaharu to implement. For a limited time, it drastically enhanced the user's physical abilities and skills.

There were not yet many raiders who could master Aura Release. However, those who had completed the Hell Mode of the Hayate-Style Dungeon Raiding Course were all masters of Aura Release.

<It's cool and all, but...> <That pose...> <It's so cringe and chuuni, hahaha.> <Is this a sentai show? lololol.> <No way, this is hype as hell, lol.> <Yeah. Super hype.> <The jackpot's been hit.> <We've won.> <Yep.> <↑ I love this comment chain, hahaha.>

"Wh-What is that? What are you people?!"

The Goddess, who had completely forgotten about the possibility of the system she herself had implemented being turned against her, was in a state of extreme agitation.

<It's because you're cheating like crazy.> <Hayate must have finally snapped.> <First Undine, now you defile Flora.> <It's time for your punishment!> <Get her, Hayate!!>

The strongest four-sword style user and the eight raiders he had trained.

"Alright. Let's go!"

At Hayate's word, they charged toward the Goddess.
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    Propelled by the power of his Manipulator, Hayate leaped high into the air, closing in on the Goddess.

"D-Don't come any closer, I said!!"

Naturally, the Goddess tried to keep him at bay. Wooden roots shot up to intercept him, but—

"Rena, shoot *that* down."

"Okay!"

They were scattered by an arrow fired by Rena.

"Kurosaki-san, please handle that side."

"You got it!!"

The water in the shape of a dragon that was heading for Hayate from the opposite side was being suppressed by Kurosaki Shingo's barrage of bullets.

Realizing that her major techniques couldn't prevent Hayate's approach, Flora (the Goddess) tried to defend herself with both hands, attempting to protect her own core.

"That's not going to be enough to protect you."

"Because we're the strongest team."

"What?"

Nagumo Ryunosuke emerged from Hayate's shadow. Hayate severed Flora's right arm while Ryunosuke cut off her left, her body frozen in place.

"Owww-ieeee! Wh-What do you think you're doing?!"

Flora hastily tried to regenerate her arms, but doing so created the biggest possible opening, leaving her unable to attack or defend.

"Exposing the core is..."

"...our job!"

Takemiya Hazuki, having received support magic from the support mage Hatori Suzuka, was cloaked in an aura so intense it sent a shiver down the Goddess's spine. A close-quarters fist fighter, her style was a perfect match for Aura Release.

"Eek?! B-Bubble Swarm!!"

Countless giant bubbles appeared around Flora. These were dangerous bubbles that would explode and deal massive damage if a player touched them. They weren't very fast, but there were a lot of them, and many raiders had struggled against the mid-boss of the Abyssal Sea dungeon who used this skill.

However, Flora wasn't supposed to be able to use major water-type techniques at all, and on top of that, Bubble Swarm was supposed to require a charge time of about six seconds. The Goddess had completely ignored those settings and forcibly activated the major technique.

This was a trap that higher-ranking players who knew FWO well were more likely to fall into.

"Ah, that might be bad."

Hazuki, who had already entered her attack stance, couldn't evade.

Suzuka's support magic had enhanced her health, but the number of surrounding bubbles was just too great. A chain explosion that would instantly deplete her health was unavoidable.

"Hazuki!!"

Hazuki prepared for death, hearing Suzuka cry her name from behind.

"Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style Secret Technique: Kanade."

Four swords, controlled with superhuman precision, deactivated the bubbles without causing them to burst.

The bubbles, about 30cm in diameter, were not uniform throughout. By identifying the color irregularities in each one and making a 3cm long incision at a specific point, they could be dealt with without detonation.

It was possible to deal with them, but the precision required was the issue, and in reality, only a small number of top-ranked players known for their god-tier character control could nullify Bubble Swarm in this way.

There were very few humans who could perfectly control their own bodies in the real world, under the fear of possibly dying.

Hayate pulled it off. Not with Haze, the technique that deployed an all-encompassing defense through ultra-high-speed Manipulator movements, but with another of the four-sword style secret techniques he had developed.

"H-Hayate-kun? Thank you, you saved me!"

"But I can only keep this up for twelve seconds in my Aura Release state."

It was a technique that could only be used when in a state of extreme concentration, with one's physical abilities pushed to their human limits by Aura Release, and its duration was not long.

"That's more than enough!!"

The surrounding bubbles had vanished. The Goddess was perplexed by this.

"Hey, why aren't they exploding?!"

"Take this! Castle-Breaking Flash Claw!!"

"Hgyuh—"

Hazuki's attack with her claw-equipped hands tore a large gash in Flora's chest, successfully exposing the core.

Having completed her mission, Hazuki put distance between herself and the enemy. The healer Ichinose Kazuma approached her and Hayate.

"Good work! I'll heal you up."

"I'm fine. Please take care of Hayate-kun."

To protect his ally from the Bubble Swarm that had been activated with no warning, Hayate had pushed himself to use his secret technique, Kanade. The sweat beading on his forehead showed that he lacked his usual composure. It was information enough to remind all the S-rank students just how formidable an enemy Flora was.

They had to defeat her while the effects of Aura Release were still active.

The exit was sealed. They couldn't escape.

Either defeat Flora, or be defeated and die.

"Let's press the attack! Everyone, stay sharp!!"

With Hayate kneeling on the ground having his health restored by Kazuma, Ryunosuke took command. Shingo and the others followed his lead.

"Okaay!"

"Right!"

"Hazuki, can you go again?"

"Of course!"

—58 seconds remaining until Aura Release deactivates.
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    "You know what they say? The best defense is a good offense!!"

With her core exposed, Flora went on the offensive, unleashing multiple spells. The Goddess had determined that falling on the defensive while trying to perform a Body Reconstruction against Hayate's party would be a bad move.

"Naoto, defense please."

"Roger that!"

Naoto, a greatsword user specializing in defense, activated his skills while in his Aura Release state and tanked all of Flora's offensive magic.

"...Huh? N-No way! Why didn't you take any damage from that?!"

The Goddess, who had estimated she could incapacitate at least three of them, couldn't hide her surprise at seeing Hayate's party completely unscathed.

"Nice, Naoto!"

"Impressive."

"Seriously? You withstood that all by yourself?"

"B-But I think I'm at my limit."

Aura Release hadn't worn off yet, but Naoto had used up all the buff skills he could cast on himself. He knelt on the ground as Suzuka restored his health.

"You can rest now."

"This is our last chance."

"Let's go, Hayate."

"Yeah. Ryunosuke, you take the right side again."

Hayate and Ryunosuke leaped forward, shooting down the magic the Goddess deployed to keep them at bay.

"We already exposed the core, so this is the end!!"

Hazuki's fist flew towards Flora's core—

"Whoopsie?"

Her attack was blocked by a transparent shield, failing to reach its target.

"That was a close one!"

It was a defensive technique Flora couldn't use, but the Goddess used it without a second thought to protect herself. However, Hayate and the others had anticipated that the Goddess would adapt.

"It's too early to feel relieved. Our strongest attack is coming next."

"What—"

Hazuki kicked off the cracked shield and retreated. Flora's gaze, following her movement, fell upon Rena, who had focused her aura to the absolute limit, and Mei, who had manifested a giant spear of fire above her head.

"Ah, no, that's... a little bad, maybe."

Both her arms were destroyed, her major techniques were on cooldown, and her last line of defense, the Core Shield, was heavily cracked. It was a desperate pinch.

It was here that the Goddess came up with one last, desperate struggle.

"Don't you dare think it's over! This is my Second Form!!"

"S-Second Form?!"

"Flora doesn't have a spec like that!"

"Everyone, fall back for now!!"

It was a mechanic that didn't exist in the game. But the Goddess had no qualms about breaking the rules. Because of that, Hayate and the others cautiously halted their attack. Naoto, his health restored, once again stood at the front, readying his greatsword to defend.

However, nothing happened.

"...H-Huh? Sadaharu? Sadaharu-saaan?"

[Flora has no Second Form implemented.]

The announcement echoed mercilessly.

"Noooo!"

"Hey Hayate, is it okay if I shoot this?"

"I think so."

"I'm shooting, too."

"Yeah, go for it."

Rena fired her arrow, followed immediately by Mei's magic.

The arrow shattered the shield, and the spear of flame crushed Flora's core.

Victory belonged to Hayate and his friends.

"H-Hmph, not bad. I'll admit I lost this time. But I wasn't even serious yet! Next time, in the Grade 9 Dungeon, I'll raise my synchronization rate and fight you for real. I won't lose next time! I won't!!"

With those parting words, Flora vanished.
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    The Mukuro Dungeon

    Inside the boss room of the Grade 7 dungeon, the Mukuro Dungeon—

"Kurosaki-san, your barrage is thinning out."

"Slacking off isn't a good look, Shingo-san."

"I-I'm already giving it my all, you know!?"

Hayate, Kurosaki Shingo, and Ichinose Kazuma were carving a path through an endless horde of skeleton soldiers, pushing toward the center of the boss room.

The final boss of the Mukuro Dungeon was a Necromancer. The annoying thing about it was its ability to infinitely summon skeleton soldiers. The standard strategy was to cut down several hundred of them to force a path to the Necromancer and take it down.

However, there was another, lesser-known strategy for this dungeon.

"Everyone, I'm ready! Be careful!"

Sakino Mei's voice echoed from a distance.

"Ah, looks like the magic team is ready to go."

"Too bad. Sakinon was faster than us."

"Does this mean... I don't have to keep up the barrage anymore?"

Hayate and his two companions were the vanguard team, tasked with charging the Necromancer head-on. Nagumo Ryunosuke, Hatori Suzuka, and Takemiya Hazuki formed a similar assault team, but with fewer options for area-of-effect attacks, they were currently a bit behind Hayate's group, kicking aside skeletons as they advanced.

Meanwhile, Rena and Naoto were protecting Mei as she prepared a single, decisive area-of-effect spell to wipe everything out at once. This was the one-shot team, and theirs was the other strategy.

"Here I go! Activating Fusion Magic—"

A mage's powerful spells were generally ineffective against the dark-attribute skeleton soldiers and the Necromancer. To deal damage, one needed holy-attribute magic, which Mei couldn't use. So, she had Kazuma, a Healer, imbue a Scroll with a holy-attribute attack spell. She then used it to grant the holy attribute to her specialty, explosion magic.

"SHINING EXPLOSION!!"

A tempest of sacred energy ravaged the boss room. The skeleton soldiers were blown away without a chance to resist.

"Feels different from her usual explosion magic. It's almost... gentle."

"That's because for us, it counts as a healing-type spell."

"So, trying to reach the Necromancer before Mei-chan finished her chant... that was a totally impossible mission from the start, wasn't it?"

"I figured we might make it if we really pushed ourselves."

"No way we could have."

Ryunosuke's group walked over to where Hayate was. The holy explosion was still raging around them, but as Mei's allies, it caused them no harm, allowing them to walk right through it.

"We were trying our best, you know."

"As expected of a Grade 7 dungeon. Even the basic skeleton soldiers are incredibly tough."

Suzuka, a mage who specialized in healing and support skills, could enchant her allies' weapons with the holy attribute. She had been supporting Ryunosuke and Hazuki in their fight. Had they continued, they would have certainly been able to defeat the Necromancer on their own.

It was just that Mei's spell had been faster.

The blast cleared.

*Grk, ggg...*

"Whoa, it's still standing!"

The Necromancer had somehow withstood Mei's spell. Everyone moved at once to deliver the finishing blow.

"Dinner is on my team!"

Hayate surged forward, accelerating with the power of his Manipulators.

"Damn it. Hazuki, go!!"

"You got it!"

Ryunosuke launched a slashing attack at Hazuki's feet. She kicked off it, rocketing forward at incredible speed and overtaking Hayate.

"Hey, are you serious?"

"Ehehe. It's all mine!"

Hazuki moved to destroy the Necromancer's core, but—

"Huh? No way..."

Before her knuckle-claws could connect, an arrow flying from a distance shattered the core.

"Sakinon-san did most of the work. I'm not about to let you steal the final blow."

Hayate and Hazuki turned to see Rena in the distance, still holding her post-shot pose, smiling with satisfaction.

──＊＊＊──

"Alright, everyone. It's time to announce the results of today's competition."

All the S-class students of Shinonome Academy had gathered at the family restaurant Hayate and Naoto frequented.

"Today's winner is the 'Magic Blast Team,' consisting of Rena, Naoto, and Sakinon!"

"Yay!"

"We did it!"

"That was a nice shot at the end, Rena-chan."

Taking a fatal blow meant losing consciousness and not waking up. Getting attacked by a monster just plain hurt. These were the dungeons that had appeared in the real world. And yet, even in a Grade 7—the most difficult dungeon yet to be cleared anywhere in the world—Hayate and his friends had enough leeway to bet dinner on which team could defeat the boss.

"We may have lost the bet, but that Grade 7 dungeon was a piece of cake."

"Well, we've been properly upgrading our weapons as we go. The gear Rena-chan made for us is working great."

"Fufu. Back when FWO was just a game, I did earn the [Creator] title, after all."

"Don't you have to register 1,000 new recipes to get that?"

"Even if you play like crazy, just registering ten is considered amazing."

"I knew Hayate was a hardcore FWO player, but you too, Shinonome?"

Ryunosuke, who had barely played FWO, seemed slightly taken aback.

"Still, thanks to her constantly updating our gear to the best available, clearing dungeons is a breeze."

That, right there, was the problem.

"...It's too tame."

The man who muttered those words was once known as the strongest solo player.

A four-sword-style streamer who had single-handedly conquered the Grade 7 Mukuro Dungeon, a feat that, in the FWO game, was recommended for two parties of eight or more.

"Hayate, what's wrong?"

Rena's voice was filled with concern as she looked at his troubled expression.

"It's not that clearing dungeons with everyone isn't fun... but, how do I put it? There's not enough thrill. I don't feel that tension, that razor's-edge back-and-forth with the enemy."

"Hey, hold on. This is *reality*, you know? If you get hurt, it hurts. One wrong move and you could die. What in the world are you trying to say?"

"I know that, Naoto. I think I know that, but..."

*With my four-sword style, I can clear this on my own.* *I need to prove it.*

That feeling was swelling inside Hayate.

"Everyone, I'm sorry. The next one, Grade 8... I'm going to clear it alone."
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    Live Stream Comments

    Hayate raced through the Grade 8 Gold Dungeon.

"The Gold Dungeon features ore-type monsters. Most of them have high defense and are resistant to magic. It's especially tough for swordsmen. I recommend switching to a blunt-force weapon to fight them."

> You say that, but aren't you holding swords?
> Yep, two water-attribute twin swords.
> You have blunt weapons too, right?
> If you're gonna recommend them, you should use them yourself.

"By the way, the monsters here are on the slower side, so if you aim for their weak points precisely, you can attack without draining your weapon's durability. Which is why I'm going to brute-force them with two sets of water-attribute twin swords, since they're super effective against these guys!"

With twin swords in both hands and another set equipped to his Manipulators, Hayate spun into a four-sword barrage, striking a rugged, four-legged monster.

His flurry of attacks expertly avoided the monster's tough shell, precisely destroying its weak points.

"There. Just like that."

> Whoa, whoa, whoa.
> What do you mean, 'just like that'!?
> Your movements make no sense, as usual.
> How can you avoid the shell and attack at the same time?
> And he's spinning while he does it.
> How are you even controlling the Manipulators like that?

"Oh, the spinning? That's because it adds a bonus to my attack power. It might be a little difficult to control, but you'll get used to it."

> Yeah, we know that part.
> But there's no way I can copy it.
> Because this is REALITY.
> I mean, I could do it. In the game.
> I used to do that in FWO all the time!
> That move is impossible in real life lol

"I see a lot of comments saying that attacking while spinning is impossible in real life. But don't worry. I have good news for all of you. Now that Aura Release has been implemented, it's become quite easy to perform superhuman movements."

> Wait, is he self-aware?
> That he himself is superhuman?
> Hayate was pulling off those moves even before Aura Release was a thing, though.

Numerous retorts filled the chat, but Hayate, deep in the dungeon, couldn't see them. He continued his explanation while slaughtering another monster.

"First, get used to doing acrobatic moves by activating Aura Release in a safe tutorial area. Just copy what I did in the promotional stream for the four-sword style and you'll be fine. Start with simple jumps and spins, and eventually, you should be able to perform a spinning attack while holding your weapons. Once you can do that, you'll be a master of the Hayate-Style Four-Sword Style, too!!"

Hayate leaped high into the air, descending in a spin to slam a powerful blow into the floor boss.

As the massive, truck-sized boss monster collapsed, Hayate turned to his viewers with a smile.

"I'd like to say 'I'll be waiting for you in the dungeons,' but I'm not stopping. I don't want to lose to anyone. Still, I'd love to see more people using the four-sword style. So do your best and try to catch up to me."

> What he's saying makes no sense.
> That's Hayate for you, though lol
> But for real, clearing dungeons is super profitable.
> I want to catch up, but...
> The four-sword style just seems too hard.
> I can't get my Manipulators to move right.
> I do want to use Aura Release, though.
> So you can try it safely in the tutorial area?

With the implementation of Aura Release, the number of people challenging dungeons was on the rise. And though the number was still small, more and more people were choosing the four-sword style of the Multi-Sword User class.


